COURSE DESCRIPTIONS – JANUARY 2010 RESIDENCY

You have already received the Bookshop membership, a crucial part of your residency curriculum and participation.  Please remember that an annotation of the volume must be completed in advance: submission of hard copy at check-in on January 2 is required for participation. You are also invited—even urged—to send it in earlier, by mail or email.

If you are planning to order any of the listed texts through amazon.com, please go first to our program website, click on any publication, and a percentage of any purchase you make (this includes all their merchandise, if you’re looking for holiday gifts!) will be donated to our scholarship funds.
FACULTY PRESENTATIONS
DEAN BAKOPOULOS:   The Waiting is the Hardest Part: Dead Air, Denial, & Duende  (lecture)

Climactic events tend to drive plot in fiction (and other narrative forms), but characters truly come alive in the dead air, the restless time between life-changing events. In this lecture, we’ll explore the act of waiting as a dramatic device, particularly the tension that arises when characters are anticipating a situation or an epiphany which they’d rather avoid. We’ll also explore how moments of “dead air” can and should be moments of lyrical transcendence, the “deep songs” that Lorca described as duende. Suggested, but not required, readings include Lorca’s In Search of Duende, as well as Jane Smiley’s novella “The Age of Grief,” John Cheever’s short story “Goodbye, My Brother,” Robert Stone's short story, “Helping,” and Eugene O’Neill’s stage play Long Day’s Journey into Night. 

MARIANNE BORUCH:  The Little Death of Self  (lecture)


Imagine the Hindenburg—that amazing German dirigible—blowing up in 1937.  No, don’t imagine it. This lecture begins with that disaster still in progress, on film, so you can hear for yourself how the young reporter on the scene that day in New Jersey shows us something mysterious and crucial about poetry. How he says what he says makes shape, and keeps that moment alive. 


Meanwhile, the self, the voice of the self, real or imagined, visible or not exactly and traditionally the key to lyric poetry, is under attack these days. This lecture is wayward but it orbits that notion. “I want to kill the I in my poem,” I overheard at a party shortly before it turned into an urgent and worrisome question. 


In route, we will consider poems by Lucia Perillo, Dickinson, Gerald Manley Hopkins, Plath, Frost, bits from Beowulf and even earlier Anglo-Saxon texts, a little something from Keats, and the composer John Corrigliano thrown in for good measure. And a few thoughts from the cadaver lab I audited a year ago.  No advance reading required beyond a long hard look at the handout provided.
LIAM CALLANAN:  Success Ain’t No Mystery: Or is it? (Literary Lessons from the Mystery Genre)   (class, one session)


Most libraries and bookstores persist in shelving mysteries separately, but that doesn’t make them second-class citizens: they’re just easier to find. And so it is with the lessons that mysteries offer writers:  they’re much the same lessons found in “literary” fiction, but in mysteries, they’re easier to find. How do you introduce a character efficiently and memorably? How, when, and to what end do you deploy dialogue? How do you structure plot in pursuit

of suspense?  In short, how do you keep a reader reading?


An age-old mystery, but one we’ll work to solve through a close reading and discussion of several short stories: Ron Carlson’s “Beanball,” Alice Munro’s “Free Radicals,” Joyce Carol Oates’s “Dear Husband,” Michael Connelly’s “Father’s Day” (all in Best American Mystery Stories 2009 and elsewhere), and if we have time, Peter de Jonge’s “A Prison of Her Own Making” (full text at nytimes.com). This is a discussion class, so feel free to bring your own recommendations for short, literary, mystery fiction to share.

GABRIELLE CALVOCORESSI:  What’s Form Got to Do with It?  How Traditional Form Creates Emotive Resonance in Gwendolyn Brooks and Donald Justice  (class, double session)


As poets we talk about form all the time. Words like, “sonnet” and “pantoum” are part of our daily lingo (well, perhaps only every other week for the pantoum). Yet, sometimes we get so wrapped up in the rules of the forms that we miss what each form has to offer in terms of rhetorical and emotional depth and possibility. In this class we will look at two poets who use traditional form to make highly charged subjects both more grounded and expansive. How might we allow the difficulty of a form like the pantoum to undo our tendency for overwriting and melodrama in a poem?  How might the rational heart of the sonnet help us to finally “just say it”? As always this will be a class in craft and close reading. Be prepared to talk all about it.


Reading (to be provided): “A Lovely Love” by Gwendolyn Brooks and “Pantoum of the Great Depression” by Donald Justice.

STEPHEN DOBYNS:  A Sense of Space  (lecture)

The lecture will look at the beginning of a short story by Henry James, “The Middle Years,” and Yeats’ poem “Her Praise” to show ways that writers can use syntax, sentence length, sound and rhythm to expand the possibilities of meaning.

ANTHONY DOERR:  Suspense: Shower-Murders, the Sword of Damocles, and Shooting People on the Beach  (lecture)

Suspense is, literally, the temporary cessation of something. Have you ever wondered if disruptions sometimes enhance our enjoyment of pleasurable activities?  Did you know an experiment has found that interruptions in massages actually heighten people’s enjoyment of them? And another showed that TV commercials might actually intensify people’s gratification during shows? Here the world’s least accomplished suspense writer will try to ask some questions about suspense and how we reveal information to our readers. Along with a few other texts, and the narrative arc of sports games, we’ll look closely at a few pages of Camus’ The Stranger—if you’ve read it before, that will help.  Either way there’ll be handouts.  

JENNIFER GROTZ:  Czeslaw Milosz’s Passionate Pursuit of the Real   (class, one session)


“There are no direct lessons that American poets can learn from Milosz,” writes Helen Vendler. “Those who have never seen modern war on their own soil cannot adopt his tone; the sights that scarred his eyes cannot be seen by the children of a young provincial empire. A thousand years of history do not exist in American bones.” Although these facts may be more or less true, I nonetheless disagree with Vendler’s assertion that American poets cannot glean “direct lessons” from this Polish poet’s example. (Wouldn’t, by similar logic, the same be true for American poets’ reading of Shakespeare?)  This lecture will be my attempt to introduce American poets to the life and work of Czeslaw Milosz and to articulate how his work might instruct, provoke, and inspire us.

BROOKS HAXTON:   Prosody  (class, one session)

This class will discuss the prevailing models of poetic rhythm, in accentual, accentual-syllabic, incantatory, and free verse. We will read samples of these different models and analyze the similarities and differences in rhythmic organization. The goal of the class is to experience poetic rhythm more distinctly as a fundamental feature of expressive intensity. 


No reading is required.

C.J. HRIBAL:  Please Release Me: Revelatory Information and the Art of Mystery  

(lecture)


In every narrative we have to decide what to include, what to omit, and why. Decisions about when to reveal information sometimes get less attention, but can make the difference between a story that’s semi-interesting versus one that is authoritative and captivating. We’ll look at a number of narratives that make effective use of tension, suspense, and mystery in terms of how and when information is revealed within the narrative.  No advance reading required, though students might want to consider when important information is revealed within their own narratives, and why it happens when it does.  


Handouts provided.  

MARY LEADER:  Defiance and Pleasure in Visual Writing  (lecture)


Literary art works, we are told, primarily by sound and meaning, and those two, moreover, are inevitably linked.  Any visual function of writing is relegated to a distant third place, very distant, so distant as to be diminished almost to nothing. It’s as if the “ear” writers are right-handed and the “eye” writers are left-handed and the former are telling the latter, you’re writing with the wrong hand.  Or at the very least, with a not very important hand.  This class will take up, not ekphrasis, but the vital manipulation of black and white on the page itself.  It will encompass examples from visual-verbal history, contemporary examples, mainly poetry but also prose, and a theory that places visual writing on the distaff side.


No reading required in advance; on the contrary, imagined illiteracy underlies the class.  But you can look for a handout, and it may strike you as decorative, “decorative” being an adjective of deep praise on my part.   

JAMES LONGENBACH:  The Sound of Shakespeare Thinking  (lecture)

Ultimately, this lecture will focus on a novel by Virginia Woolf (Mrs. Dalloway) and a recent poem by Louise Glück (“Before the Storm,” from A Village Life).  The central question addressed by the lecture is this:  How do we represent the process of thinking in language?


This is a tricky question, for as Freud reminds us, thinking is a pre-conscious activity; once we’re aware of it, it’s already something else. This means that we’ve come to imagine that we know what thinking is because we’ve read earlier representations of thinking, and no writer is more responsible for shaping our notion of what thinking is than Shakespeare.  It’s not an exaggeration to say that Shakespeare is the inventor of thinking in the English language, and the lecture will trace his invention through passages of his verse and prose before turning to Woolf and Glück.

            Handouts provided.  In addition to Mrs. Dalloway (primarily its opening page) and “Before the Storm,” the central texts of the lecture will be a passage in verse from the early play in which Shakespeare first creates the sound of thinking (King John, 1.1.198-226) and a passage in prose from King Lear (3.4.81-95), the later play in which the sound of thinking is everywhere to be found.

MAURICE MANNING:  Blue Yodel #9: Lyricism, Landscape, and the Inner Voice  (lecture)


This lecture will seek to define and examine lyricism, particularly as it punctuates a narrative context.  We’ll consider issues inherent to the lyric mode, namely, voice, imagery, and syntax.  Through a discussion of some prose and several poems, I’ll hope to demonstrate how landscape prompts and modulates lyricism.  Reference will be made to Milton’s  twin poems “L’Allegro” and “Il Penseroso,” a short story by John Berryman called “Wash Far Away,” a couple of poems by Coleridge, one by Yeats, one by Roethke, James Agee’s novel A Death in the Family, and a few poems by the Welshman R.S. Thomas. This lecture will involve some singing and possibly a brief square dance demonstration. Re-acquaintance with Milton might be useful; otherwise, handouts will be provided. 

ALIX OHLIN:  Outside Lies Magic: Seeing and Setting   (class, one session)


The title of my class comes from a book by the landscape historian John Stilgoe, who urges readers to increase their awareness of the world around them—“the whole concatenation of wild and artificial things.”  Through increased attention, he writes, the ordinary world becomes a theater of the extraordinary, and unprogrammed awareness can become “directed serendipity.”  I’m interested in using this idea of magic outside as a way to think about setting in fiction.  I’d like to engage students in a discussion of the ways in which perception can be married to landscape, creating moments of slippery disjunction or gorgeous harmony in the narrative. We’ll talk about work by Joy Williams and Elizabeth Bowen.  Handouts will be provided.

DEBRA SPARK:  Listen Up (class, double session)

In Mystery and Manners, Flannery O’Connor writes, “I find that most people know what a story is until they sit down to write one. Then they find themselves writing a sketch with an essay woven through it, or an essay with a sketch woven through it, or an editorial with a character in it, or a case history with a moral, or some other mongrel thing.”  Do we better understand stories when we tell them?  In this discussion class, we’ll use oral storytelling to remind ourselves of what a story is.  Rather than looking back at traditional tales, however, we’ll listen to some newly popular forms of audio art, specifically examples of narrative journalism culled from NPR’s This American Life, StoryCorps, Radio Diaries, and The Moth.  How might stories from this new/old medium—radio, after all—influence the stories we have to tell?

MEGAN STAFFEL:  The Other Place  (class, double session)


I’m calling this talk “The Other Place” because we’ll be looking at fiction that sets up an opposition between two very different settings. What does this contrast allow an author to reveal about a character? I’ll refer to Slaves of Solitude by Patrick Hamilton, The Beginning of Spring by Penelope Fitzgerald, and The Known World by Edward P. Jones, but most discussion time will be focused on two stories I’d like everyone to be familiar with: 
        - “Give” by James Salter, in Last Night, and

        - “The Flaw in the Design” by Deborah Eisenberg, in Twilight of the Superheroes.  

Handouts with excerpts will be provided.
SARAH STONE:  Taking Sides:  Structural Conflict   (lecture)


Our contemporary aesthetic generally trains writers towards empathy, away from moral judgment; towards an immaculate surface of vivid detail, away from abstraction and interpretation; towards fairness to all characters, away from taking sides, in either personal or political matters. And hooray for empathy, fairness, vivid detail…and yet, and yet – what about when we really do wish to interpret, and even take sides, whether personal or political?  Fiction and poetry need not take the Chekhovian stance of the objective observer: structural conflicts, mythic resonances, and formal juxtapositions can create wild narratives, both intimate and grand. 
Texts to be discussed:  Wole Soyinka, Death and the King’s Horseman 





  Iris Murdoch, A Fairly Honorable Defeat   




  Anne Carson, The Autobiography of Red 
The faculty classes currently scheduled opposite one another are:

Callanan / Haxton

Calvocoressi / Staffel

Grotz / Ohlin
GRADUATING STUDENTS’ CLASSES  (one-hour sessions)
ANEESHA CAPUR: The Case for Breaking All the Rules: Using Multiple Points of View is How Fiction Really Works 

Too often we mistakenly focus on maintaining consistency of point of view in our creative writing, perhaps because we’ve been told too many times from textbooks and in our workshop experiences that this is an essential rule for good fiction writing. However, as David Jauss shows us in his essay “From Long Shots to X-Rays: Distance and Point of View in Fiction Writing,” through looking at texts by several writers (including Chekhov, Flaubert, Hemingway, Joyce, Tolstoy) there isn’t and never was such a rule. The mistake we make in our discussions of point of view is defining the concept in terms of person rather than technique. In fact, as Jauss points out, however singular and consistent the person of a story may be, the techniques that truly constitute point of view are inevitably multiple and shifting—so point of view is more a matter of where the language is coming from than it is of person—something I began calling narrative elasticity in my discussions on this topic with my advisor last semester. The case I will be making in this class is that all narrative techniques are available to all narrators, regardless of person. We’ll take a look at excerpts from some really great stories to see how the narration includes different techniques to manipulate the distance between us (readers) and the character, as well as maintain/ exacerbate/ diminish tension between the narrator and character. We’ll study in detail the prologue of A House for Mr. Biswas by V.S. Naipaul and the short story “The Dead” by James Joyce. I’ll also draw on some other interestingly elastic narrations in texts by other writers, maybe Gustave Flaubert, Cormac McCarthy, Jean Paul Sartre, depending on how much time we have to fit in everything. Though it may be helpful if you read the Naipaul prologue and the Joyce story, no pre-residency reading is necessary for this class. 

Suggested reading:   A House for Mr. Biswas by V.S. Naipaul (prologue)



                    “The Dead” by James Joyce
ELISABETH LEWIS CORLEY:  Poetry Out Loud


An exploration of the reading of poetry aloud, for public performance and as part of the private process of composition, with sonic guest appearances by poets reading their own work with varying degrees of alteration(from those whose performances tend to subtract from the work to those who clearly embroider and add to the work by their performance of it, and everywhere we have time for in the hour allowed along that long continuum.


Suggested reading: Robert Pinsky, The Sounds of Poetry(A Brief Guide, James Longenbach, The Art of the Poetic Line.  Handouts will be provided.  

RAY DANIELS:   Dark Humor: “…the toughest part being the red hair in the linoleum…”


If you read the novella Too Loud a Solitude by Bohumil Hrabal (required reading), you’ll know why this is the title of my class, and you’ll also be ready to think about these questions with me:


1)  How far does a writer push into the darkness of dark humor?


2)  Where does the writer push into the darkness to create the greatest comic effect?


3)  How can a writer’s first person narrator be especially adept at showing readers around their dark, dark, dark, funny world?
SYDA PATEL DAY:  Let Me Tell You Things I Couldn’t Possibly Know:  First Person Omniscient


First Person Omniscient is a contradiction in terms. Omniscience works by not having an identified character attached to it, by being a disembodied voice (or an unidentified narrative persona) while first person works the opposite—it is specifically tied to a character or persona and is not disembodied.  First person is arguably the narrowest point of view and omniscient the broadest. Why combine these two disparities? Why not just write in first person or in omniscient or alternate those narrative points of view if you think you need both?  In what kind of stories or novels would you need both?  And what are the advantages or disadvantages of choosing first person as the primary narrative pov over third person?  Choosing first person also presents the problem of mitigating “telling” (or lecturing, sermonizing, explaining, or pontificating) by the narrator/character and balancing it with scene. When and why would you want your first person narrator to “tell” and when would you want him or her to disappear?  And when and how do you smoothly transition between exposition and scene?  

We’ll look at what is gained by using different narrative points of view, what First Person Omniscient is (or levels of what it can be), how and why it can solve narrative point of view problems, and how to strike a balance between “telling” by the character/narrative persona and scene.  

Required reading:  Please be familiar with the two Alice Munro stories, “Friend of my Youth” and “Menesetueng.”  We will go further into them in class as well as other stories in handouts provided.


Suggested reading: “Heat” by Joyce Carol Oates.
AARON DE LONG:   One Good Sentence After Another

One of my supervisors advised me to just build one good sentence after another.  At the time, I didn’t really understand what he meant. I was far more concerned with issues of larger structure: how to create pieces with multiple layers that fit together over an entire work and give rise to something greater than the sum of its parts. It wasn’t until I started to examine authors on a “micro” level, however, that I began to see how all structure arises from the individual lines composing the narrative, and how the shape and form of these lines often reflect and define the larger shape of the work. In this class, we’ll look at a few brief examples of sentences and short paragraphs from as wide a variety of works as time permits. 


Suggested reading:  Possible sources will include the first book of Genesis in the King James Bible, the opening page of Mrs. Dalloway, a paragraph from Adultery by Andre Dubus, and a passage from Hunger by Knut Hamsun. 

CHI ELLIOTT:  Proetry


This class is about poems that are shaped in meaningful ways by prose:  prose poems and found poems. It explores the degrees to which poems of various sorts leverage and depart from prose conventions. Layla Carroll’s grad class (“The Mongrel Text,” July 2008) focused on the unique effects produced when prose poems use verse strategies: increased speed, increased motion, incomplete narratives, and high degrees of associativeness. This class explores the flip side of that phenomenon:  poems that use prose strategies (prose forms and structures) to make meaning. 

Chi Elliott (continued)

David Lehman, in his introduction to Great American Prose Poems, wrote: “[t]he form of a prose poem is not an absence of form. It is just that the sentence and the paragraph must act the part of the line and the stanza” (p. 14).  Lehman’s contention that prose poems derive their shape from poetic forms—even if they jettison those forms—is the industry standard. But what I’m suggesting is that this popular assumption is not categorically true. Prose poems may also derive their forms from prose genres (essays, philosophical proofs, dictionaries, newspaper articles, short stories, 19th century rhetorical exercises—the list of possibilities seems almost endless, so the class will focus on the first three). We will read prose and found poems by Cecil Giscombe, Annie Dillard, Yusef Komunyakaa, and Van Jordan, and jump headlong into the controversy over the meaning of the line. Be warned: I will very likely quote Ellen, Baudelaire, and Paul Fussell. And I may make you re-mix a verse poem into prose, or vice versa. 
REBECCA FOUST:  What Makes a Sonnet a Sonnet?


Fourteen lines do not a sonnet make.  What are the necessary and sufficient qualities that a poem must exhibit in order to “earn” the title?  In the words of Molly Peacock:

Is there a 21st century sonnet?  Is there an American Sonnet?  Why has the sonnet persisted, ebullient and lively, after six centuries?  How has it renewed itself?  More importantly, how has it renewed poetry and poets?  (Used with permission of author from handout on The 21st Century Sonnet, 3/10/07.) 


This class will examine the modern sonnet in its myriad and exciting interactions with and departures from traditional forms.  


Suggested reading: Edward Hirsch and Eavan Boland, The Making of a Sonnet (New York:  W.W. Norton & Co., 2008) and The Penguin Book of the Sonnet, ed. Phillis Levin (New York:  Penguin Books, 2001), especially Levin’s “Introduction”. 


   Handouts will be provided.

ROSE McLARNEY:  Human/Nature:  What Tone Reveals About the Speaker’s Relationship to Nature


Nature isn’t just something the speaker in a poem describes selflessly, nor is it just a backdrop or flourish for the speaker’s story. Poets craft significant relationships to nature in their writing. We will consider poems about human relationships with elements of the natural world, and what tone tells us about the speakers’ perspectives. Please join the discussion of “Witchgrass” by Louise Glück, “Some Grass Along a Ditch Bank” by Larry Levis, and other poems about humans impacting nature. A handout will be provided.

Suggested reading: “Witchgrass” by Louise Glück and “Some Grass Along a Ditch Bank” by Larry Levis.

REINE MARIE MELVIN:  Sex, Desire and Perseus’s Shield

How do we write about sex?  How keep it exciting, how keep it sensual?  How keep the reader from laughing (if that isn’t our intention)? One way of doing this is to pay attention to desire, with its gaps and elusiveness, rather than trying just to describe sex. (It’s usually desire that makes sex interesting, anyway, in life and on the page.) And we can take the example of Perseus, as described by Italo Calvino in his essay “Lightness” in “Six Memos for the Next 

Reine Marie Melvin (continued)
Millennium.”  Perseus must slay Medusa, but knows he will turn to stone if he looks at her directly. Our writing, too, can turn to stone when we tackle the Medusas of sex, desire and other ruthless energies. So how does Perseus manage to overcome the monster?  By not looking directly at her, by focusing instead on her reflection on his shield. A similar strategy seems to work well in sex scenes. 

 
Suggested reading: This class will refer to Calvino’s essay “Lightness” in Six Memos for the Next Millennium, Marguerite Duras’s The Lover and The North China Lover, Graham Greene’s The End of the Affair, and other texts. 


Handouts will be provided, but please read the Calvino essay and Duras novels if you can. And since desire is highly subjective and the scope of the class necessarily narrow, you’re encouraged to bring what you consider good examples of sex scenes to class. If there’s time, we’ll read some of them out loud.


HADLEY MOORE:  No Character Is an Island Entire of Itself (With Apologies to John Donne) 

Here’s something we all do:  have one character describe another, and in so doing, reveal him- or herself. But in craft books, this means of characterization––what might be termed “reflexive characterization”––is often overlooked. Why?  I suspect because we often do it incidentally. But I’ll argue in this class that characterization of this kind is so essential that it deserves further examination; we do well to scrutinize the supposedly incidental so that it can be harnessed and used deliberately, in order to make our characters more believable, more compelling, more human. 


We’ll study passages from various works including Lolita, Bernard Malamud’s story “Black Is My Favorite Color,” Jane Smiley’s novella “The Age of Grief,” Elizabeth Strout’s Amy and Isabelle, and perhaps others.  No required reading; handouts will be available.

DIANA NAPIER:  Character Development and the Cartesian Coordinate System

In mathematics, a Cartesian coordinate system specifies each point uniquely in a plane by numerical coordinates, the x (or horizontal) axis, y (or vertical) axis and the z-axis to name three, for example. Surprisingly, this mathematical system can serve as a useful analogy as we examine our use of varying levels of consciousness to develop and add depth to our characters along one or all or these axes.  

It is important to make our characters consistent with the intent of our story. Character development can take on many forms. There are horizontal movements where much of the character development keeps us relatively flat on the x-axis. There are vertical shifts where authors use grand movement along the y-axis to reveal a character’s traits. Lastly there is movement within a character such as sensory or emotional perceptions or a character’s intellectual rationalizations (the z-axis).
In this discussion class, we will define and then explore movement and character development along these varying levels of consciousness.

Suggested reading: We will discuss Nell Freudenberger’s “The Orphan,” O’Connor’s “The Displaced Person,” and Faulkner’s “Barn Burning,” as well as other stories.  

No advanced reading required.  Handouts will be provided.

PAUL RANKIN:  Writing Against the Fall: Manipulating Suspense in Fiction


This class takes as its premise that Suspense in fiction hinges on the frustration of our desire for knowledge.  As readers: what are we being made to want to know at any given point?  As writers: how can we foster, cultivate, and sustain a reader’s desire to know?  We can approach answers to these questions by contemplating the patterns of tension and release, which collaborate to simultaneously satisfy and intensify a reader’s desire to know. Suspense always operates at the level of character and plot; it also frequently operates on the syntactic level.  In this class, we’ll consider all three modes according to what Lan Samantha Chang calls “lines of tension.”  We’ll discuss the dynamic interplay among the continuum of short-, medium-, and long-lines of tension as they structure and shape sentences, paragraphs, episodes, scenes, digressions, flashbacks, and chapters which in turn fit together to construct the larger arc of conflict, rising action, crisis, climax, resolution, and denouement.
       
Because these lines of tension are often more visible in “genre” fiction, and because “literary” writers can learn much about generating suspense from more plot-driven books, we’ll be considering Thomas Harris’ The Silence of the Lambs.  By way of contrast, we’ll also examine William Faulkner’s Light in August. The account of the Fall as recorded in Genesis 3 will serve as a kind of urtext for our discussion. Familiarity with all three would be helpful, but I’ll provide handouts, and I expect to cull examples from various other books and stories. There is no required reading.


Suggested reading:  The Silence of the Lambs by Thomas Harris; Light in August by William Faulkner; Genesis 3.

ROBERT RORKE:  We’re Not in Kansas Anymore: Iconic Places in Fiction  


The strong evocation of a sense of place can anchor your stories and novels in unexpected ways and give you more flexibility in the creation of characters and scenes. We’re going to look how place is evoked through voice in two stories by Truman Capote, one set in Alabama, the other set in a cemetery in Queens, New York; how place is evoked as a setting for characters in the Deep South; and how place is evoked through imagery in a novel set in Ireland. Handouts will be provided, but you can get the gist beforehand if you read “Powerhouse” by Eudora Welty, and “Among the Paths to Eden” and “Children on their Birthdays” by Truman Capote. We will also look at passages from novels by James Baldwin and Edna O’Brien.
NORA HUTTON SHEPARD:  Verbal and Dramatic Irony in Three Poems: “My Last Duchess” by Robert Browning, “Miniver Cheevy” By E.A. Robinson, and “I Go Back to May 1937” by Sharon Olds 

An examination, in detail, of how syntax, meter, and diction can generate discrepancies between the authorial and reader’s view of a character and the character’s view of himself.  In “My Last Duchess,” for instance, how does Browning enable the reader to understand the Duke, when the Duke, as the speaker of the poem, may not be worthy the reader’s trust; his presentation of himself does not reveal his true character, so, how is the reader to know him? 


In “Miniver Cheevy,” how does Robinson expose Miniver’s delusions while appearing to praise them? 


The characters in the Browning and Robinson poems are unlikable, flawed, but in “I Go Back to May 1937,” Olds presents us with characters, her parents, who while flawed are poignantly sympathetic—how does irony serve sympathy in this poem?

BRIAN TAI:  Unconventions and Wonder


A conversation about unconventions, or unconventional elements; the unexpected, even the downright weird, around which a story or character can turn, and deepen. Sometimes the unconvention is an object, sometimes a linguistic choice, other times another thing entirely. I’ve been thinking about thesis statements and propulsion; not necessarily theses about what a story “means,” but also declarations about the kind of world in which certain stories come to exist. We’ll take a close look at two or three stories, and I may ask you to help me locate moments of wonder, and explore the ways in which an unconventional craft choice can establish, or at least inform, intention.


Suggested reading: Wells Tower’s “Everything Ravaged, Everything Burned” found in the collection of the same name; Anthony Doerr’s The Shell Collector, particularly “The Caretaker” and “The Shell Collector”; Steven Millhauser’s “The Room in the Attic,” from the collection Dangerous Laughter, though the whole collection will inform our conversation.

Handouts will be provided.

HILARY VARNER:  From Beowulf to “Buckle My Shoe”: Where Did Accentual Verse Go, and Why Should We Care?

Anglo-Saxon poetry changed irrevocably after the Norman Conquest in 1066. Initially written largely in alliterative-accentual verse, Anglo-Saxon verse evolved with the Norman language and poetry until it became the accentual-syllabic, English verse we know so well. Today, we acknowledge the continued use of the accentual tradition in nursery rhymes but tend towards accentual-syllabic verse when we write “formally.”  Is this tendency because we have difficulty finding and naming the more recent, accentual verse that does exist as such, or because we simply are not aware what accentual verse can offer a formal, contemporary poem?

This class posits that both are obstacles to the use of accentual verse. In order to pave a clearer path to this form, we will be looking at examples of it in Beowulf (with recorded and written excerpts in the original and translation), in poems by Gerard Manley Hopkins, Ezra Pound, W.B. Yeats, Seamus Heaney, and Richard Wilbur, and in hip-hop music. We will focus also on Mary Kinzie’s discussion of isochrony, the different effects accentual and accentual-syllabic verse can have on a poem, and how the act of hearing accentual verse affects one’s experience of it.  


Suggested reading:  Any couple pages of Beowulf, Hopkins’ “No worst, there is none,” Pound’s translation of “The Seafarer,” Yeats’ “Why Should Not Old Men Be Mad?,” Heaney’s “To Mick Joyce in Heaven,” Wilbur’s “The Writer,” and Kinzie’s discussion of isochrony in A Poet’s Guide to Poetry

 
Handouts will be provided.

