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When Hamlet Meets the Bomb
The Poetry and Criticism of John Gery

oet and critic John Gery’s recent book Nuclear Anni-

hilation and Contemporary American Poetry (hereafter
cited as NA) is the first comprehensive study of poetry
that concerns nuclear weapons and their threat to civili-
zation. The public usually imagines no link between nu-
clear weapons and art in general or poetry in particular.
If it does relate them, it tends to recall protest poems
which may be shouted or chanted at political demon-
strations. Gery, by contrast, scrutinizes the great range of
American poetry written since Hiroshima that takes “an-
nihilation” as its central issue. The possibility of the
complete annihilation of humanity, the chance that “in
the few hours it might take to complete a global nuclear
war everything we know and take for granted could be
eradicated,” is unique to our generation (NA 1). Sociolo-
gists and psychologists have studied the effects of fu-
turelessness on individuals and groups, but only in po-
etry, Gery argues, has there been any attention to the nu-
clear era’s cost to the human spirit. The very existence of
weapons of mass destruction suggests some sort of aber-
ration in our nature, but exactly what kind? Even if we
knew, how could we address it? Seeking answers to
these questions for most Americans is difficult because “a
basic understanding of nuclear weapons and power is
almost entirely a symbolic, not a material, one” (NA 3).
But for those of us who believe in deterrence and have
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made a livelihood out of it, and who at the same time
profess the power of art to portray meaningful human
experience, John Gery’s work demands a clearer under-
standing —if not a reconsideration—of our deeply held
values.

Finding meaning in a day fraught with uncer-
tainty is the central burden of Gery’s writing, not only in
his latest book but throughout the body of his poetry.
Charlemagne: a Song of Gestures, which won the 1982
Plumbers Ink Poetry Award, juxtaposes a medieval
backdrop with a modern age of restlessness where life
lacks a center. In The Burning of New Orleans, an award-
winning epic poem, archetypal lovers cope with the de-
struction of all they know. In certain other poems and in
Nuclear Annihilation, he narrows his inquiry to “annihila-
tion,” the obliteration of everything into nothingness. He
cites psychologist Robert Jay Lifton’s study of the “exis-
tential absurdity” of carrying on life in the face of “nu-
clearism,” which Lifton and political scientist Richard
Faulk define as the dependence upon nuclear policy to
solve human dilemmas (NA 2). To study nuclearism’s
toll on humanity, Gery creates a new criticism that treats
annihilation as an object. He places poems into one of
four groups, and each group uses a different preposition
with respect to annihilation: “within,” “against,”
“through,” and “around.” Poetry that works “within an-
nihilation” considers the nature of nothingness itself.
Speaking “against annihilation” includes the protest po-
etry of Allen Ginsberg, Denise Levertov, and others.
Thinking “through annihilation” involves an individual
response to one’s own personal extinction. Finally, the
psychosocial aspect of annihilation constitutes poetry
written “around annihilation” which analyzes the socie-
tal and cultural context of nuclear weapons.

Interestingly, though, Gery’s own poetry resists
rigid classification into his critical categories. His “Light
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