
ALH Online Review, Series VIII 1 
 

 

Peter Middleton, Physics Envy: American Poetry and Science in the Cold War and After 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 318pp. 

 

Reviewed by Andrew Epstein, Florida State University 

 

We are used to hearing about the dizzyingly rapid growth of science and technology in 

the twentieth-century, and scholars have delved into literature’s varied reactions to the 

age of science in myriad ways.  Peter Middleton’s terrific new book Physics Envy sheds 

valuable new light on this terrain by zooming in on a particular period in which science 

–and especially nuclear physics—seemed to be the pinnacle of human achievement.  

The book offers an impressively rich and detailed accounting of the interrelations 

between science and poetry in the Cold War era, “a time when science’s hegemony was 

pervasive” (3).  Driven by exhaustive research into both midcentury science and 

postwar US poetry, Middleton’s book persuasively demonstrates just how determined 

poets were to respond to new advances in science, and it makes a powerful case that 

such developments were central to the evolution of poetry itself.  Ultimately, his goal is 

to argue that key features of post-1945 poetry can be read as a reaction to science’s 

shining moment of triumph and its cultural impact.  Highly attuned to what poets were 

actually reading and talking about (besides poetry), Physics Envy is an invaluable 

contribution to the recent critical turn in modern and contemporary poetry studies 

toward the cultural and institutional matrices out of which poems emerge. 

 

As Middleton shows, the period following World War II wasn’t just another chapter in 

the long story of Western science’s rise to preeminence, but something new and more 

extreme: in the aftermath of “a war that was widely believed to have been won by 

physics” (17), “nuclear physics was seen as America’s special achievement” (17); for a 

while, it “appeared capable of almost anything” (3), and its leading figures were viewed 

as towering role models and celebrities.  At the same time, “American social science 

was also rapidly growing in prestige and put the humanities and arts under pressure to 

justify themselves” (18).  For Middleton, the age demanded that poets justify their 

medium and defend its relevance and its ability to produce viable knowledge about 

human existence and the natural world. 

 

Middleton’s meticulous documentation reveals the extent of science’s reach and 

popularity and finds that “physics envy” reverberates across many fields at 

midcentury, from biology to sociology to literary criticism.  Poets like Charles Olson, 

Robert Creeley, and Muriel Rukeyser mined recent scientific advances and discoveries 

for analogies, metaphors, and vocabulary for their thinking about poetry (9).  Although 

these poets did express anxiety about science’s prestige and authority, and occasionally 

longed for its cultural sway and ability to explain the universe, “envy” doesn’t quite 
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capture either the complexity or the ambivalence of their attitudes about science.   

 

The book’s pithy, resonant governing concept and title is actually a touch misleading 

and doesn’t quite do justice to Middleton’s argument.  Middleton himself is quick to 

add that Olson and his peers “thought of physics as opportunity” rather than 

something merely to be jealous of or insecure about.  This distinction is key to the 

book’s thesis and lies at the heart of the useful contrast Middleton draws between 

modernist poetry of the first half of the century and the postwar poetry that is his main 

subject: whereas modernist poets are more clearly driven by a desire (in Lisa Steinman’s 

words) to “‘borrow the prestige of science and technology’ for an art desperately 

needing cultural esteem,” the midcentury poets’ more “complicated relationship to 

physics” “included envy but also encompassed a mix of admiration, hostility, and 

aesthetic appreciation” (35-36).  Beyond hoping to leech some of the cultural capital of 

science or merely to resist its encroachment on poetry’s territory, the postwar poets, for 

Middleton, were also up to something more nuanced and interesting: these poets 

borrow, test, and engage with scientific methodology itself. 

 

This desire helps explain why, even though he frequently gestures toward a broader 

spectrum of US poetry, Middleton mainly focuses on poets associated with the “New 

American Poetry” (a term denoting the postwar turn to experimental strategies and 

nonconformity associated with the Beats, the Black Mountain poets, the New York 

School, the San Francisco Renaissance, among others).  Middleton explains that the 

New American poets especially responded to developments in science and were united 

in believing that a poem should be an exploratory process of discovery that delivers 

significant new knowledge about the world.  Middleton sheds new light on this 

influential movement by showing that many New American poets hoped poetry itself 

could be “a mode of inquiry that might be as valid as those of other sciences” (149).  The 

results of their effort, Middleton finds, are impressive and lasting: indeed, the effort to 

rise to the challenge presented by the apotheosis of science led to “some of the most 

ambitious Anglophone poetry of the twentieth-century” (18).   

 

Since Charles Olson comes closest to fully embodying the ideas Middleton associates 

with the New American poetry, he emerges, unsurprisingly, as this study’s presiding 

figure.  Middleton returns repeatedly to extensive discussions of him, especially his 

landmark essay “Projective Verse.”  Readers have often discussed the manifesto’s 

reliance on scientific vocabulary, as in its famous definition of a poem as “a high 

energy-construct” and “an energy-discharge,” and its references to “kinetics” and 

“forces.” Middleton, however, goes much further than previous critics in connecting 

Olson’s essay to specific scientific sources, including Einstein’s unified field theory, 

quantum field theory, cybernetics, and the social psychologist Kurt Lewin’s notion of 
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“field” psychology. 

 

Middleton also draws suggestive connections between two rarely coupled poets, Olson 

and Rukeyser.  After tracing some remarkable parallels between Rukeyser’s 1949 book 

The Life of Poetry and Olson’s 1950 essay “Projective Verse,” and their strikingly similar 

deployment of scientific ideas, he addresses this omission in the scholarship, rightly 

noting that gender is a factor in this neglect: the slighting of Rukeyser’s contribution to 

the New American Poetry is “all too characteristic of the treatment of most modern 

women poets” (126). 

 

Across a number of chapters, Middleton unearths compelling links among 

contemporaries like Olson, Rukeyser, Creeley, Robert Duncan, and the ideas of J. Robert 

Oppenheimer, Werner Heisenberg, Erwin Schrodinger, among other scientists.  

Another notably welcome aspect is Middleton’s decision to show that this conversation 

was a two-way one: as he abundantly demonstrates, “poetry still mattered to 

physicists” in the 1950s and 1960s (12).  To a degree that seems unthinkable today, 

scientists read poetry, wrote their own poems, alluded to poetry in their work, and 

regularly debated (in journals like Scientific Monthly and Science) the relationship 

between science and poetry.   

 

The book also includes an illuminating discussion of Scientific American, which makes 

clear just how ubiquitous and influential the magazine was during this period.  “Many 

poets read it avidly” (12), Middleton explains, and they could also assume that readers 

across a broad spectrum of US culture were similarly relying on it as an indispensable 

guide to new developments. In a series of close readings, Middleton examines how 

poets such as Duncan, Jackson Mac Low, and Rae Armantrout all drew upon articles 

from Scientific American in poems grappling with the function and ethics of 

contemporary science. 

 

Middleton’s ability to present complex ideas in artful and accessible ways enhances 

Physics Envy.  His elegant and lucid prose features felicitous swerves into a more 

colloquial register and memorable turns of phrase, as when he describes one group of 

poets as “a generation that often felt consigned to a disregarded mezzanine between the 

New American poets and the Language Writers” (36).   

 

Although the book presents itself as an argument about the New American poetry as a 

whole and its descendants, it mostly concentrates on Olson, Creeley, Duncan, and the 

Black Mountain school, along with Rukeyser (who it discovers as an unexpected fellow 

traveler).  The book’s argument fits less well for other influential New American poets, 

like Allen Ginsberg or New York School poets Frank O’Hara and John Ashbery, largely 
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missing here—writers who share the belief in poetry as a process of exploration and site 

of experimentation, but who are much less interested in scientific concepts, more ironic 

and playful about truth claims, and much warier of the notion that poetry produces 

knowledge akin to scientific inquiry.  It would be interesting to hear more about why 

certain poets, even within the New American fold, respond with less envy and less 

excitement to the postwar triumph of physics than those he does discuss. 

 

By the same token, Middleton’s argument also prompts one to think of the many other 

poets who engage with physics and science, including Adrienne Rich, Sylvia Plath, 

Gary Snyder, or A. R. Ammons, the poet who, as Roger Gilbert recently noted, has been 

“most frequently associated with” the “incorporation of scientific concepts and 

vocabulary” in US poetry.  Even as Middleton acknowledges his necessarily selective 

and partial corpus, he stresses that his goal in Physics Envy is not to map the entire 

archive of poetry-science interactions.  That one longs to test its thesis with other poets 

merely suggests the portability of this fascinating book.  Middleton’s Physics Envy begs 

to be extended and applied to other poets and periods; fortunately, it has given us the 

historical grounding and conceptual vocabulary for doing so. 

 


