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Understanding the intersection between Carl Sandburg's poem "Chicago” and the literary movement of
Modernism offers valuable insights into how early 20th-century poetry captured the essence of a rapidly
changing world. Modernism, characterized by its break from traditional forms, emphasis on individual
perspective, and focus on new societal realities, finds a vivid expression in Sandburg’s work. This article
explores the specific details within "Chicago" that embody Modernist traits and highlights the two most

significant characteristics reflected in the poem.

Overview of Modernism in Literature

Modernism emerged in the late 19th and early 20th centuries as a response to profound societal shifts,
including industrialization, urbanization, and the aftermath of World War I. It challenged established

norms, experimented with form and style, and sought to depict the complexities of contemporary life.
Key features of Modernism include:

- A focus on individual consciousness and subjective experience

- A departure from traditional narrative structures

- Use of experimental language and form

- Emphasis on themes like alienation, fragmentation, and the search for meaning

- Reflection of societal upheaval and technological advances

Understanding these traits provides a foundation for analyzing Sandburg's "Chicago" and identifying how it

reflects Modernist principles.

Summary of "Chicago” by Carl Sandburg

"Chicago” is a free-verse poem that celebrates the city’s vitality, strength, and resilience. Rather than
idealizing or romanticizing Chicago, Sandburg presents an honest, gritty portrayal of the city’s rough edges

and unyielding spirit. The poem embodies a tone of pride mixed with acknowledgment of the city’s flaws,



capturing the essence of urban life during an era of rapid growth.
Some prominent themes include:

- The grit and energy of Chicago

- The city’s resilience amid hardship

- The juxtaposition of beauty and ugliness

- The celebration of working-class people and industry

- The dynamic, ever-changing nature of urban life

This thematic richness and innovative style make "Chicago” an exemplary piece reflecting Modernist

characteristics.

Details from "Chicago” That Reflect Characteristics Of Modernism

Certain elements within Sandburg’s poem exemplify Modernist traits. Let’s examine the key details that

embody this movement.

1. Use of Vivid, Colloquial Language

Sandburg’s language in "Chicago" is raw, direct, and infused with colloquial expressions. Instead of adhering
to formal poetic diction, he employs the speech patterns of the city’s inhabitants, creating an authentic voice

that captures the lived experience of urban life.

Examples include:

- Phrases like “Hog Butcher for the World” and “City of the Big Shoulders,” which evoke concrete images
and local pride.

- The informal tone that makes the city’s character accessible and relatable.

This approach aligns with Modernist interest in individual voice and the rejection of traditional poetic

ornate language. By adopting the vernacular, Sandburg emphasizes subjectivity and authenticity, key

Modernist concerns.

2. Emphasis on Urban Reality and Industrial Power

The poem’s focus on the city’s industrial strength and gritty reality reflects Modernist themes of societal

upheaval and urbanization. Sandburg depicts Chicago as a place of "murderous,” "hard," and "brutal" energy,



yet also resilient and vital.
Key lines illustrating this include:
- “They tell me you are vicious and my reply is: I am.”

- “Come and show me another city with lifted head singing so proud to be alive and coarse and strong and

cunning.”

These lines highlight the city’s raw vitality and complex character, emphasizing the Modernist fascination

with the urban experience—its chaos, energy, and resilience.

3. Fragmentation and Juxtaposition of Contrasts

While not explicitly structured in fragments, the poem’s juxtaposition of contrasting images—beauty and
ugliness, strength and brutality—mirrors Modernist tendencies toward fragmentation and exploring
multiple perspectives.

Examples:

- The acknowledgment of “murderous, beautiful, and crumbling” aspects of Chicago.

- The tone shifts from admiration to acknowledgment of hardship.

This technique reflects Modernist interest in presenting a multifaceted, sometimes contradictory view of

reality, rather than a singular, idealized narrative.

4. Celebration of the Ordinary and Working-Class Life

Modernist literature often sought to elevate the ordinary individual’s experience. Sandburg’s focus on
working-class laborers, industry, and the gritty reality of city life emphasizes the importance of everyday
people.

This is reflected in lines like:

- “They tell me you are crooked and I answer: yes sir, I am.”

- “I am the city’s reputation, and I am the city’s hope.”

By centering the city’s common workers and industries, Sandburg aligns with the Modernist interest in



the democratization of literature and the focus on marginalized voices.

The Two Most Important Modernist Characteristics Reflected in
"Chicago"

Among the various Modernist traits exemplified in Sandburg’s "Chicago," two stand out as particularly

significant:

1. Emphasis on Subjectivity and Individual Voice

Sandburg’s use of colloquial language and direct address creates a personal, authentic voice that embodies
the Modernist focus on individual consciousness. The poem’s tone is conversational, almost like a
monologue, inviting readers into the city’s inner life. This emphasis on personal perspective over formal

poetic tradition exemplifies Modernist experimentation with voice and form.

2. Reflection of Urban Modernity and Societal Change

"Chicago" vividly depicts the city as a symbol of industrial power and urban transformation. The detailed
portrayal of the city’s energy, resilience, and complexity reflects Modernism’s preoccupation with societal
upheaval, technological progress, and the new urban landscape. Sandburg captures the spirit of modernity,

emphasizing the importance of cities as centers of change and human activity.

Conclusion

Carl Sandburg’s "Chicago” encapsulates many core characteristics of Modernism through its vivid language,
focus on urban reality, celebration of the ordinary, and experimentation with form. The poem’s emphasis
on individual voice and its portrayal of the city as a symbol of modern societal transformation are
particularly emblematic of Modernist ideals. By examining these details, readers can appreciate how
Sandburg’s work not only celebrates Chicago but also exemplifies the broader literary movement that

sought to depict the complexities of modern life in innovative ways.
In summary, the two most significant characteristics of Modernism reflected in "Chicago” are:

- The empbhasis on subjectivity and individual voice, showcased through colloquial language and personal

tone.



- The reflection of urban modernity and societal change, demonstrated by the vivid depiction of Chicago’s

industrial vitality and resilience.

These elements make "Chicago" a quintessential Modernist poem, capturing the spirit of a city—and a

nation—undergoing profound transformation.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does Carl Sandburg's 'Chicago’ exemplify the characteristics of
Modernism?

The poem captures the dynamic, industrial city with a focus on urban life, emphasizing realism and a break

from traditional poetic forms, which are hallmarks of Modernism.

Which lines from 'Chicago’ reflect the Modernist trait of embracing the

chaos of modern urban life?

Lines like 'Hog Butcher for the World, Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat, Player with Railroads and the
Nation's Freight Handler' highlight the bustling, chaotic energy of the city, characteristic of Modernist

focus on modern life.

Does Sandburg's use of colloquial language in 'Chicago’ align with

Modernist tendencies?

Yes, the use of colloquial language and vernacular speech reflects Modernism's interest in breaking

traditional poetic conventions and depicting authentic urban experiences.

Are the themes of industrialization and urban vitality in 'Chicago’

indicative of Modernist concerns?

Absolutely, the poem celebrates the vitality and resilience of the city amidst industrial growth, aligning

with Modernist themes of change and modern life.

Is the focus on the city's resilience and pride in 'Chicago' a Modernist

characteristic?

Yes, the poem's tone of pride and resilience in the face of urban chaos reflects Modernist themes of

confronting and celebrating modern life's complexities.



Does the poem's structure and free verse form reflect Modernist
experimentation?

Yes, Sandburg's use of free verse and a spontaneous, conversational tone exemplifies Modernist

experimentation with poetic form.

Which details from 'Chicago’ highlight the Modernist characteristic of
depicting the city as a symbol of progress?

Descriptions of the city as a '"Hog Butcher for the World' and "Tool Maker' symbolize industrial progress and

the modern city's role in national development.

Does Carl Sandburg's portrayal of the city challenge traditional

romanticized views of urban life?

Yes, the gritty, unromantic depiction of Chicago reflects Modernist tendencies to portray urban life

realistically and critically.

Which two characteristics from 'Chicago’ best reflect Modernism?

Use of colloquial language and free verse form.

Additional Resources

Modernism and “Chicago” by Carl Sandburg: An In-Depth Analysis of Its Reflective Elements

Carl Sandburg’s poem “Chicago” stands as a monument in American poetry, celebrated for its energetic
portrayal of the city and its people. Written in 1914, during a period of rapid industrialization and societal
transformation, “Chicago” encapsulates themes and stylistic elements that resonate deeply with the tenets of
Modernism, a literary movement that emerged in the early 20th century. To understand the modernist
qualities embedded within Sandburg’s work, it is essential to analyze specific details from “Chicago” that

embody key characteristics of Modernism.

This discussion will identify two specific details from the poem that reflect Modernist traits, exploring each

in depth to reveal how Sandburg’s work aligns with the movement's core principles.



Understanding Modernism: Key Characteristics

Before delving into the poem’s details, it is crucial to

contextualize Modernism’s defining features:

- Break from Traditional Forms: Modernist writers often rejected
conventional poetic forms, favoring free verse and experimental
structures.

- Emphasis on Urban Life and Industrialization: Modernism
reflects the upheavals brought about by urbanization,
technological advances, and changing societal values.

- Focus on Subjectivity and Inner Experience: Modernist works
frequently explore individual consciousness and fragmented
perceptions.

- Use of Imagery and Symbolism: Vivid, often stark imagery and
symbolism are central for conveying complex themes.

- Rejection of Romanticism and Idealism: Modernist works tend
to portray the gritty, often uncomfortable realities of

contemporary life.

With this foundation, we can now examine specific elements of

“Chicago” that exemplify these characteristics.



Detail 1: The Vivid, Unvarnished Depiction of the City as a “Hog
Butcher” and “City of Big Shoulders”

Descriptive Language and Urban Realism

One of the most striking features of Sandburg’s “Chicago” is its
bold, unapologetic portrayal of the city’s rough, energetic

character. The poem opens with a series of vivid images:

> “Hog Butcher for the World,”

> “Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat,”

> “Player with Railroads and the Nation’s Freight Handler,”
> “Stormy, husky, brawling,”

> “City of the Big Shoulders.”

These lines serve as a powerful declaration of Chicago’s industrial
strength and resilience. Sandburg’s choice of concrete, working-
class imagery emphasizes the city’s role as an industrial hub, a
“hog butcher,” “tool maker,” and “freight handler.” Such
descriptions reflect a Modernist tendency to focus on urban
realism and the everyday struggles and achievements of

ordinary people.



Why this reflects Modernism:

- Rejection of Romanticized Views: Unlike earlier poetic
traditions that idealized cities or rural landscapes, Sandburg’s
depiction is gritty and unromantic, exposing the city’s roughness
and vitality.

- Focus on the Industrial Age: The emphasis on labor and
industry aligns with Modernist preoccupations with technological
progress and its social impacts.

- Celebration of the Working Class: The poem elevates the
common worker, aligning with Modernist themes of individual

effort amid societal upheaval.

Symbolism of the City’s Persona

The epithet “City of the Big Shoulders” functions symbolically. It
suggests strength, resilience, and a no-nonsense attitude.
Sandburg personifies Chicago as a powerful, muscular entity—a

city that bears the weight of industry and progress.

Modernist Reflection:

- The personification and symbolic language embody the



Modernist interest in urban identity and collective consciousness.
- The metaphor of “big shoulders” signifies the city’s capacity to
carry the burden of modern industrial society, highlighting
themes of resilience amid chaos.

- Such symbolism emphasizes the fragmented, multifaceted
identity of modern urban centers, a core concern of Modernist

literature.

Impact on the Reader

This detailed, unvarnished portrayal challenges idealized views
of urban life, instead offering a raw, truthful depiction that aligns
with modernist principles of truthfulness and realism. Sandburg’s
language invites readers to see the city not as a romanticized

utopia but as a vital, struggling, yet proud hub of human effort.

Detail 2: The Poem’s Use of Free Verse and Colloquial Language

Structural Innovation: Embracing Free Verse



Another defining characteristic of Modernism evident in
“Chicago” is its free verse structure. Unlike traditional poetry that
adheres to regular rhyme schemes and meters, Sandburg
employs a loose, conversational rhythm that mirrors natural

speech.

- The poem’s lines vary in length and do not follow a fixed
pattern, which creates a dynamic, spontaneous quality.
- This structural choice reflects a break from classical poetic forms,

emphasizing authenticity and immediacy.

Why this reflects Modernism:

- Rejection of Formal Constraints: Modernist poets often
experimented with form to better capture the chaos and flux of
modern life.

- Capturing Urban Speech: The free verse mimics the rhythms of
everyday speech, making the poem feel more alive and
accessible.

- Symbol of Modernist Innovation: The structural departure from
traditional forms signifies a broader movement to rethink artistic

expression.

Colloquial and Vernacular Language



Sandburg’s diction is notable for its colloquial tone:

> “Come and show me another city with lifted head and
laughing lips,

> and say:

> ‘We are the people of Chicago for we have triumphed again
and again”

The use of informal language and direct address creates a sense of
immediacy and intimacy. It communicates the voice of the
common person, a hallmark of Modernist literature which often
sought to give voice to ordinary individuals rather than elite or

romanticized figures.

Why this reflects Modernism:

- Authentic Voice: Modernist writers aimed to depict everyday
life authentically, often employing colloquial speech.

- Focus on Individual Experience: The conversational tone
emphasizes personal identity within the urban landscape.

- Rejection of Formal Elegance: Moving away from ornate
language, Sandburg’s style emphasizes truthfulness and raw

emotion.

Implications of These Structural Choices



By employing free verse and colloquial language, Sandburg:

- Reinforces the modernist rejection of traditional poetic
constraints.

- Creates a democratic voice that resonates with the urban
working class.

- Captures the dynamic, unpredictable rhythm of city life, which

is essential to Modernist aesthetic.

Additional Modernist Elements in “Chicago” (Briefly Explored)

While the two primary details discussed are central, other aspects
of “Chicago” also reflect Modernist traits:

- Use of Vivid, Stark Imagery: The poem employs strong visual
images that evoke the city’s energy and grit, aligning with
Modernist emphasis on visual symbolism.

- Celebration of Urban Vitality: The pride in Chicago’s
industriousness exemplifies Modernist interest in progress,
modernity, and the machine age.

- Fragmentation and Complexity: The poem’s tone balances



admiration and critique, hinting at the ambiguous relationship

Modernist writers often expressed toward modernization.

Conclusion: The Two Correct Details Reflecting Modernism

Based on the in-depth analysis, the two key details from Carl
Sandburg’s “Chicago” that vividly reflect Modernist

characteristics are:

1. The use of vivid, unvarnished urban imagery and symbolism
(e.g., “Hog Butcher,” “City of the Big Shoulders”) — This
emphasizes realism, industrial strength, and collective identity,
aligning with Modernism’s focus on urban life, realism, and

societal change.

2. The employment of free verse and colloquial language — This
structural and stylistic innovation embodies Modernist
experimentation, rejecting traditional poetic forms and

emphasizing authentic, everyday speech.

Together, these elements showcase how Sandburg’s “Chicago”



exemplifies Modernist principles: challenging aesthetic
conventions, portraying contemporary urban realities, and
emphasizing individual and collective resilience amid societal

transformation.

In Summary:

Carl Sandburg’s “Chicago” is a quintessential Modernist work that
captures the energy, resilience, and complexity of early 20th-
century urban America. Its vivid imagery and innovative
structure reflect the movement’s core traits—realism,
experimentation, and a focus on the modern city’s multifaceted
identity. Recognizing these details deepens our understanding of
how Sandburg’s poem not only celebrates Chicago but also

embodies the spirit and techniques of Modernism.
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