COURSE DESCRIPTIONS – JULY 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 July 1 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
JOAN ALESHIRE:  Writer and Reader:  Some Notes on a Relationship  (class, one session)


I’d like to explore some ways in which poetry and fiction create a relationship between writer and reader, by looking at examples of translations of The Odyssey, not so much to evaluate the accuracy and effects of various versions—from George Chapman through Robert Fagles—but to examine how different writer/translators presented the same material, and how those approaches convey an attitude toward audience. We’ll look at phrasing, dialogue, description, dramatic action, and metaphor, focusing on the Loeb Library literal versions and Fagles’ popular recent one, with glances at Chapman (who inspired Keats’ great sonnet), Pope, Richmond Lattimore, and Robert Fitzgerald.


Suggested reading:  The Fables translation (available in paper), even if just a few of the books. 
The Loeb translation (new; used; in libraries), even if just a few of the books.


Handouts will be provided. 

DAVID BAKER: Poetic Form/s  (class, double session)

All poems are formal poems.  Period.  They have a form—a material shape, a textual body—whether that form is highly traditional and regular or highly experimental and open.  The question is, then, what kinds of form do you want for your work?   

In this double session we will explore some of the primary formal options in poetry writing.  How do you decide about the shape and form of your poem?  What determines your lineation?  Do you make lines, break lines, or fake lines?  Do you eye-ball them?  Do you shape them according to syntactic phrasing, or breath, or measurement?  Do you look for closed lines, open ones, jagged ones?  How do you make these decisions about line and form, and what are the effects of these decisions on the lyric qualities and narrative content of your poems?  We will have a practical open discussion, looking at a variety of poems, doing some writing and exercises, even composing a sort of mini-handbook.  Handouts will be provided in class.  

CHARLES BAXTER:  Captain Happen, or: Some Notes on Narrative Urgency  (lecture)


One of the features of fictional narratives we rarely discuss is the quality of urgency that some stories possess (and many stories lack). Urgency is an attribute of narrative that's difficult to assess and to describe, mostly because it has become a taboo subject in writing 

workshops. I'll discuss this problem and some possible solutions.
ROBERT BOSWELL:  Complex Moments in Fiction  (lecture)

 
Certain moments in fiction strike the reader with such force that they feel lived rather than merely read. This lecture will investigate the creation of such moments. The suggested reading for this lecture is Evelyn Waugh’s A Handful of Dust.

GABRIELLE CALVOCORESSI:  And That’s All I Have to Say About That: Catalogues in Poems   (class, double session)

So much happens in a day and, often, even more happens in a poem. We just have to get it all down!  If we don’t, how will the reader possibly understand? There’s the rub. Often by saying it all we undermine the possibility of real revelation in the poem and move into a kind of reportage that feels like so many grocery lists. In this class we will consider poems that manage to take the details of a simple moment and use listing as a means of opening to deep (and often unspoken) meaning. We’ll focus on Ginsberg’s “Strange New Cottage in Berkeley” and O’Hara’s, “The Day Lady Died.”  As always, we’ll work hard and talk together. We will focus on issues of craft to discover how one takes such leaving and makes them into meaning.
MAUD CASEY:  Sensibility: Lingering in the Strange  (lecture)  


How is the warp of an inimitable consciousness conveyed in fiction?  Where does a character’s sensibility, that essential and mysterious thing that allows a character to continue on beyond the edges of a story, reside?  Sensibility is revealed through voice, certainly, but it’s even more subterranean, more visceral. We will look closely at three first-person narratives that convey a self through gesture and omission; subtle navigations in syntax and diction; texture, taking the form of patient lingering in the strange, and seemingly random. To be discussed: Muriel Spark’s Loitering With Intent, Barbara Comyns’s The Vet’s Daughter, and Jean Rhys’s Voyage in the Dark.
CHRISTOPHER CASTELLANI:  Get Ready For Your Close-Up: Manipulating Narrative Distance  (class, double-session)

  
Narrative distance is one of the most complex elements of fiction. If you manipulate it effectively, you can turn a good story into a great one. In this class, we will start by defining narrative distance, how it’s related to point of view, and the various ways it can be used in stories and novels. We will then look at some classic and contemporary examples and discuss the role diction, tone and detail (among other things) play in their execution; brainstorm some rules of when to pull back and when to get close; and, if there’s time, apply what we’ve just discussed to our work. Just in case, bring one page of your fiction written in third-person. 


ROBERT COHEN:  Going To The Tigers: Notes Towards a Middle Style  (lecture)
            An investigation of style over time. Most of us are too busy trying to forge a voice, a distinctive way of “treating” the raw materials of lived life, to attend to the question of whether and how that style should, under the pressure of experience, be willing, even eager, even maybe obligated, to change. But for those, like me, who are not too busy, who in fact think of little else, why not attend a lecture on the subject?
STEPHEN DOBYNS:  Moral Inquiry  (lecture)


A poem or piece of fiction is, among other things, an instrument of moral inquiry. That is not to say that by itself it is moral or immoral, but that it presents material, specifically in its descriptions of human behavior, about which moral judgments may be made. In consequence, the writer isn’t just making aesthetic choices, he or she is making ethical choices.
DAVID HAYNES:  Idiots with Really Bad Ideas who Blow Stuff Up Real Good: On the narrative design on comic novels  (class, one session)

This class will start with a discussion of some basic ideas about the scaffolds that support most long form fiction and then specifically consider how these structures work with comic novels.  My primary text will be Robert Plunkett’s My Search for Warren Harding. Comedy isn’t pretty.

TONY HOAGLAND:   Idiom—Our Funny Valentine  (lecture)


My first husband Chet, well, I’ll say this for him, he was a carbon-based life form. A world-class Indian giver, he believed beer was a major food group; but he never understood that size matters. He who forgets history is doomed to forget it. The evangelist said, “Jesus looked into my heart and said, ‘You are So busted!’” Whatever!

     
Yvor Winters, American curmudgeon-critic, says, “Conventional language is not in itself stereotyped language, though a strongly defined convention may safely carry a little stereotyped language...conventional language is not dead language, but rather is very subtly-living, if well-employed.”

       
Idiom—our slangisms, speech habits, and tribal sound-bytes—take up so much of our speech. Idiom has the odd status of seeming alternately very dead and very alive. It challenges the supposition that all poetic language should be fresh and particular. Idiom, which often has no great “perceptual content,” lies in the intriguing grey zone between diction and metaphor, and this talk will attempt to distinguish it from those categories, and illuminate its poetic powers.

JAMES LONGENBACH:  The Excess of Poetry  (lecture)


Several residencies ago, I gave a lecture on the power of restraint in art. This has always seemed to me half the story, for one can’t appreciate the value of restraint without feeling the necessary seduction of excessiveness—a visceral impatience with good taste, proportion, limitation, and (most fundamentally) human mortality. This lecture will describe the strategies by which works of art dramatize the excessiveness central to any act of imaginative creation, but it will concentrate on Ezra Pound’s Canto 74, Emily Dickinson’s “The vastest earthly Day,” and John Keats’s “Ode to a Nightingale.”  Along the way, the lecture will suggest a larger strategy for reading Pound’s Pisan Cantos, one of the most influentially excessive performances of the 20th century. And while poetry is prominent in the lecture, its larger focus is the medium of the English language and the way in which that medium involves us inevitably in the drama of needing to exceed ourselves. Handouts provided.

KEVIN McILVOY:  The Long Solo  (class, one session)  

This class will concentrate on the techniques at play when a dialogue or a trialogue is interrupted by one or more very long solo moments that are spoken soliloquies, monologues, etc. We’ll look closely at several examples, and discuss three. Handouts provided.

KATIE PETERSON:  Time (In and Out) of Mind:  Using Real Time to Slow Writing Down   
(class, one session)
             Capturing the feeling of “real time” is an incredibly appealing prospect in writing of all genres: good writing brings the fast world to its knees, making it slow down. By “real time,” I mean a sense of temporality that you can feel and a sense of temporality that approximates the speed of actual perception. Often this means slowing the poem down—dialing the speed of thought back down to the speed of perception. This class springs from the intuition that slowing down a poem, or really any piece of writing, is often a very good idea.  In this class we’ll look at selections from poetry and nonfiction to find out how, in form, writers give their work the feeling of “real” time—and by this I mean time you can feel and time that approximates the vivacity of lived experience. We’ll end with some thoughts about how to find experiences in the world— assignments for writing—that direct our work towards the pursuit of “real time,” and that teach our attention to slow down. 


             A handout for the class will be provided: writers to be discussed include James Wright, Elizabeth Bishop, and others.

PETER TURCHI:  The Pleasures of Difficulty  (lecture)

We tell ourselves that others accomplish great things with ease and grace; we envy these creatures of our imagination. We tell ourselves that, because we want our readers to be engaged and even entertained, we mustn’t make things difficult for them. This lecture is a reminder that we value what is difficult, and even gain perverse—and not so perverse—pleasure from difficult work, both as readers and as writers. There will be bits of advice about what makes challenging fiction rewarding and how to make sure at least some readers follow you on your most adventurous expeditions. All of the required reading is in ancient Latvian, and I refuse to tell you what it is.

C. DALE YOUNG:   The Veil of Accessibility:  An Examination of Two Poems by Kenneth Koch and Frank O’Hara in Light of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness  (lecture)


How is it that some works of Literature appear to be accessible, despite the fact they are incredibly complex and difficult?  How does the writer give the appearance of accessibility, of simplicity, when the subjects being entertained are anything but simple?  Is there a rhetorical advantage to such a strategy?  We will look at small sections of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness along with Kenneth Koch’s “One Train May Hide Another” and “Frank O’Hara’s “Ave Maria.” Although a working knowledge of Heart of Darkness is not wholly essential to understanding this lecture, it certainly would be worthwhile reading it in advance, especially because much of the thinking (oh, let’s be honest here—the obsession!) about these poems for me stems from my repeated readings of Heart of Darkness.

The faculty classes currently scheduled opposite one another are:
Aleshire/McIlvoy                        Baker/Castellani                          Haynes/Peterson
GRADUATING STUDENTS’ CLASSES  (one-hour sessions)
STACY PATTON ANDERSON:  With Weight & Extension: Using Detail to Create “Experienced Meaning”


The good story resists encapsulation. We have to experience it word-by-word, sentence-by-sentence, until we reach the end. As writers, we strive to create that experience for readers. We choose precise words and vivid details; we arrange and rearrange them obsessively; we write to make readers feel something, think something, desire, fear, and maybe—as they sit in their comfortable chairs by their cozy fires—even understand something. And when we pull it off, it’s magical.


In this class I’m investigating how we make that magic—and what I know so far is that there’s a whole lot of pixie dust in the details. “The fiction writer … can’t create compassion with compassion, or emotion with emotion, or thought with thought,” wrote Flannery O’Connor. “He has to provide all these things with a body; he has to create a world with weight and extension.” Building a fictional world with weight and extension can certainly be done through sensory detail—“with a body”—but is it, as Flannery suggests, the only rabbit in the hat? 


There’s no required reading, but we’ll almost certainly look at excerpts from Cormac McCarthy’s The Crossing and The Collected Stories of Amy Hempel. I may also use Kelly Link’s Magic for Beginners, some Bartheleme or some Lydia Davis, some DFW, and maybe even a dash of Hemingway if there’s time.


Suggested reading: “The Harvest” by Amy Hempel, “Stone Animals” by Kelly Link, “Hills Like White Elephants” by Ernest Hemingway.             
KELLAM AYRES:  What Makes a Poem “Quiet”?

The idea of “less is more” has always intrigued me. But when we attempt to define what makes a poem “quiet,” our language can become nebulous—we’ll say that a poem is “meditative,” “plain-spoken,” or “reflective,” but this doesn't really get to the heart of the matter. What exactly is at work in a poem that feels “quiet”?  And how do we go about creating a poetics of understatement rather than overstatement, of matter-of-factness that reveals restraint?  In this class, we’ll locate and explore particularly quiet moments in poems. We’ll likely look at poems by Lynn Emanuel, Jane Hirshfield, W.S. Merwin, and Carl Phillips. A handout will be provided in class.

JEREMY BASS:  Defining Tone

What is tone?  There are many definitions, and they do not all agree. Tone was once reduced to the simplified definition of the speaker’s “relationship to the audience.” Recently, Ellen Bryant Voigt has suggested that tone is something both greater and more complex. In her essay “On Tone” from The Flexible Lyric, she describes how tone is created “by the sounds in the diction, syntax, formal manipulation of rhythm, arrangement of vowels and consonants—simultaneously with the denotative verbal information and the visual cues.”  Tone is thus everything—acting together—at the same time. 
Jeremy Bass (continued)


Tony Hoagland, in his essay “Sad Anthropologists” (from Real Sofistikashun), suggests that tone is best viewed in the unique context each poem provides, and devises a taxonomy of the different ways in which tone is employed. “Angular” tone occurs when the speaker’s intention is at odds, in some way, with what is said. “Stable” tone consistently reinforces the poem’s content. “Dialectic” tone establishes a shifting dialogue between the poem and its various contents. 

Both writers agree, as Ellen Bryant Voigt says, that tone is “nearly impossible to define.” However, that is exactly what this class aims to do. In this class we will briefly explore the ideas behind each of these two marvelous essays on tone, and then turn our attention to various poems in an attempt to determine both what causes tone, as well as how and why it is employed.


This class will consist of a very brief “lecture” followed by discussion. Poems will be provided in a handout. Reading the two essays will not only prepare you for the discussion (you will know more than I do, at that point)—it will make you a better person. 


Required reading:  “On Tone” from The Flexible Lyric by Ellen Bryant Voigt




       “Sad Anthropologists” from Real Sofistikashun by Tony Hoagland

JONATHAN BENNETT BONILLA:  Meditative Rhythm: The Delicious Sensation of Drowning 

            Both John Ashbery and Gertrude Stein introduce their readers to a particular kind of rhythm that they identify as mimetic of particularly complex experiences in our life—mimetic, that is, of their “way of happening.” These meditations serve the reader well in guiding our attention into a meditative mode where we can attend to language itself, to how it happens. But are there other interesting, maybe even more delicious, ways of drowning in language? Can we, for example, read particular prose pieces written late in Samuel Beckett’s career as equally effective, and perhaps more pleasurable meditations on language’s way of happening? This class will begin with a very brief overview of selections from Stein’s Stanzas in Meditation and Ashbery’s Three Poems, then focus our attention on the rhythms employed in Beckett’s Worstward Ho.          

REGINALD DWAYNE BETTS:  Feeling Fucked Up”: The Anatomy of Anger 


Early yesterday afternoon the train was filled with people. A woman with heels in her hand and a book bag slung over her shoulder leaned against a pole. Moments later the train stopped, doors opened, and a seat was free three steps from her. She went to sit down, but just as she did, a teenage boy with a knotty slipped into the seat. She called him four names his mother didn’t name him, raised her hands that held the shoes, and then watched him get up. And this is the point: we all recognize moments when our anger gets the best of us, when it makes us act other than we usually would. How do we reproduce this in poetry? How does a poet craft a poem intentionally with anger? In Real Sofistikatshun Tony Hoagland argues that American poetry over the past two decades has been dominated by empathic voices. This class is about understanding some primary elements of anger: subject, vocabulary and metaphor. Part lecture, larger part discussion, the aim will be to look at some of the elements of anger and discuss how they have been effectively and ineffectively employed, ultimately giving us all the chance to be the angry person on the train (in verse).  


Required reading: “Feeling Fucked Up” by Etheridge Knight; “Skin, Inc.” by Thomas Sayers Ellis; “American Income” by Afaa Weaver.


Suggested reading: “How to Talk Mean and Influence People” by Tony Hoagland (from Real Sofistikation); “A Mystifying Silence” by Major Jackson (APR September/October 2007.  Also reprinted in Poetry Daily: http://poems.com/special_features/prose/essay_jackson.php).

DENISE DELGADO:  The Material Layer: Reading for Loaded Objects


I’ve come to think of material objects as physical things that exist in the world of a story, external to the consciousness of the characters (i.e., not a noun that refers to an object but doesn’t materialize in the story, as in a metaphor). These objects work together to compose a “material layer” that can evoke sensory and other associations within the text and in the reader. Writers can use materiality to structure their stories, reveal character, build setting, and develop theme. 

    
Some objects are so powerful that they do many things at once to a story. We might call these loaded objects. We could also think of them as charged objects, on-duty objects; but for me they are loaded with possibility, loaded with associations. Our discussion will focus less on what an object means, instead asking: what does it do?

    
We’ll look at artist William Kentridge’s short video “Tide Table” to consider loaded objects in a visual narrative. We’ll also discuss Mercè Rodoreda’s “That Wall, That Mimosa.” Try to read it before class; it’s short and you can find it here: http://tiny.cc/2unde. We may also look at Flannery O’Connor’s “Good Country People,” or passages from Texaco by Patrick Chamoiseau. 

Handouts will be provided.            

TIFFANIE DESMANGLES:  From Tamales to Chainsaws: How We Build Character 

In his essay, “Thingitude and Causality,” Tony Hoagland discusses how creating a hierarchy of details within a poetic scene not only locates the reader but enriches his/her experience. In his words, “When things are connected not just by association, but coordinated in sequences of cause and effect, the vision of the world increases in complexity and import.”


For the purposes of this discussion, I am particularly interested in what details are chosen and how they are arranged to represent a person in narrative context. How does “thingitude” contextualize people and build empathy and resonance?  How does the representation of physical objects help us avoid sentimentality, and imagine a believable and interesting character, especially when that character speaks to others?  To answer these questions, we will analyze the selection and representation of objects in relation to character in the following poems:  Hayden Carruth’s “Regarding Chainsaws”; Randall Jarrell’s “Next Day”; C.K. Williams’ “Snow II”; Sharon Olds’ “I Go Back to May 1937”; and Lynn Emanuel’s “What Ely Was.”  

Handouts will be provided.

KALA DUNN:  Adjusting the Aperture of the Lens: Bringing a Story into Focus Through Its Opening


A number of elements are at work as a writer sets up a story in those first few pages—initial events that set the plot in motion, details that introduce us to characters and settings, language that characterizes the story’s tone, the establishment of point-of-view. Related to point-of-view, though perhaps a bit less obvious on first read, is the writer’s use of narrative distance.  In the same way that other elements contribute to establishing the story in its beginning, the distance the narrative assumes in relation to the story’s events also lays the groundwork for the short story/chapter/novel that will unfold on the pages that follow. In this class, we’ll look at the way narrative distance is established and used to set important motifs and themes in short stories (Jhumpa Lahiri’s Interpreter of Maladies) and novel chapters (Paula Fox’s Desperate Characters).  

No required reading. Handouts will be provided.
HANNAH FRIES:  On Lightness


It is a weighty world we live in—it sags with hardship, sorrow, violence, unjustness. We feel that crushing weight in our own lives and every time we pick up the newspaper. Art may well have a responsibility to reflect that heaviness, but how can we avoid being crushed beneath it, or even paralyzed from making art at all?  In his essay “Lightness,” from Six Memos for the Next Millennium, Italo Calvino writes:

Whenever humanity seems condemned to heaviness, I think I should fly like Perseus
 into a different space.  I don’t mean escaping into dreams or into the irrational.  
I mean that I have to change my approach, look at the world from a different perspective, with a different logic and with fresh methods of cognition and verification.

These “fresh methods” and “different logic” are Calvino’s recipe for what he calls “lightness.” In this class, we will examine the ways in which three forms of lightness—of image, of language (syntax, diction, line), and of thought/abstraction—can lift even a poem of weighty subject matter off the page, allowing for a deep and unusual sense of joy. As examples, we will consider poems by Jude Nutter, Adelia Prado, and Gerald Stern.


Suggested reading:  Calvino’s essay “Lightness,” from Six Memos for the Next Millennium.
CHRISTIAN GULLETTE: The Body as Record: How Three Queer Poets Convey and Complicate Erotic Desire


Anne Carson identifies eros as “the space across which desire reaches.” It is the gaze, the act of looking at an object of beauty, which sparks desire’s reach and the imagination. We’ll examine the function of the gaze in three poems by Sappho, Cavafy, and Gunn, and our discussion will focus on the use of the gaze as a record not just of an object of desire, but of a speaker’s own feelings of longing, intimacy, power, and vulnerability—all of which complicate a poem with tension and intensity. We’ll pay particular attention to the way the gaze is used to foreground a poem’s speaker and how recording a transgressive, queer gaze makes both longing and speaker visible. We’ll also consider the roles paradox, time, image, and triangulation play in conveying and heightening the effect of the gaze and erotic desire. This will be a class discussion punctuated by some prepared notes. No required or advance reading necessary. All poems will be included in the handout.

SORAYA LOLITA HOMAYOUNI:  Giving Medusa Back Her Head: The Power and the Purpose of the Mythic Persona Poem in Contemporary Poetry 


Lucille Clifton’s Atlas. Louise Glück’s Circe. Muriel Rukeyser’s Minotaur. Laurie Sheck’s Niobe . . . What makes a mythic persona poem possess you—heart, mind, soul, and body—long after you’ve shut the book?  In a passionate quest for answers, this class will investigate craft elements in a selection of mythic persona poems by contemporary poets to show how the mythic persona poem works. Our investigation will include looking at how the craft elements imbue these figures from Greek mythology with the ability to move us; how they make the characters live again, breathing life into them for our own uses; and how they make the past present and allow us to feel present in that moment. Our exploration will also touch on why we are drawn to re-awaken mythic figures, in particular, and what the re-possession of an ancient mythic figure can accomplish. We will be looking at “Pasiphaë” by Joanne Hayhurst and “Leda’s Handmaiden” by Eleanor Wilner, among others. Stellar handouts will be provided. 


Suggested reading:  Roberto Calasso’s The Marriage of Cadmus and Harmony to get your gods and monsters straight before coming to class. 
JENNIFER KELLY:  Getting the Skeletons Out of the Closet: Techniques for Disclosing Family Secrets


Stories that mine the territory of (dysfunctional) family life seem to unearth at least one or two well-buried family secrets. What has your fictional family been hiding in its closet?  Or leaving out in full-view but not discussing?  The discovery of these secrets, by either the reader or the central character or both, can be a powerful source of tension. But short of grabbing Granny’s diary out of the attic, how can the author get these often long-gone mysteries alive on the page?  How to avoid having the past story lines overwhelm the present?  This class will consider the guises in which secrets crop up in family novels and how authors choose to reveal them. Primary texts to be discussed are Richard Russo’s Empire Falls and Jane Smiley’s A Thousand Acres.  Passing reference will be made to Kate Atkinson’s Behind the Scenes at the Museum, Elizabeth Strout’s Amy and Isabelle, and Laura Kasischke’s The Life Before Her Eyes.  There is no assigned reading, but be prepared to have the beans spilled on the secrets in these novels.

ELAINE McCREIGHT:  The Documentary Poem—if we cannot penetrate events with reportage…

If Michelangelo Antonioni is right in claiming that we “cannot penetrate events with reportage,” can we penetrate events with poetry?  In this class, we’ll consider poems that draw on documentary material from the past and attempt to give it meaning in the present.


Looking at a range of poets who’ll include (but may not be limited to) Eleanor Ross Taylor, C. D. Wright, and Mark Nowak, we’ll think about practical questions for our own writing. What are some craft elements that transform reportage into poetry?  In documentary poems, how much will I alter the found text?  Change the received narrative?  How might I layer a number of voices and times?  And what are the excitements, and difficulties, in writing about a history that isn’t “mine”?


Although the class requires no pre-reading, and handouts will be provided, you may want
to take a look at Eleanor Ross Taylor’s “A Few Days in the South in February,” C. D. Wright’s One Big Self, and Mark Nowak’s Shut Up Shut Down, and start thinking about some of these questions. Also, at www.americanheritage.com/articles/magazine/ah/1963/2/1963_2_64.shtml, 
you can read the documentary source of Taylor’s “A Few Days in the South.”

MARY MEDLIN:  Rewriting is Writing: Investigating Revision 



How often have we heard (or overheard) someone say this: “I love that book. I can’t believe someone just sat down and wrote that.” If every one of us were a writer, we’d probably hear instead, “I love that book. I can’t believe someone sat down, wrote a draft, tore his hair and rent his garments, and suffered a humiliating five more years and three more drafts before finally breaking through.”  But this, as we all here at WW know, is, for most of us, what it’s like to write. Revision is hard. It’s painful, it’s unsexy, it can be both boring and embarrassing. It’s often regressive before being progressive. It’s a process that’s hard to study, too, because it is so intensely private. Rare is the opportunity to study a work’s transformation from in-progress to finished, and to ask ourselves the questions, What changes did the writer make?  Why?  What implications do they have for the story?  Do the changes affect what the whole story is trying to do and be?  Is the revision a more successful story?  Is it finished?  Lucky for us, Wells Tower’s story “Retreat” offers us just such an opportunity. We’ll look at two versions of “Retreat,” 
Mary Medlin (continued)

published first in McSweeney’s #23, then again two years later, as a very different story, in McSweeney’s #30, and ask ourselves all of these questions. 

We’ll consider, as part of our discussion, parts of Annie Dillard’s The Writing Life, Mary Gordon’s 2005 essay in The Atlantic Monthly called “Moral Fiction” (available online), and ideas from psychoanalysis and the words the Ancient Greeks used for love. Familiarity with all of this material will be helpful, most especially if you’ve read either version of “Retreat” (there’s a slightly different version in Tower’s collection Everything Ravaged, Everything Burned), but I’ll provide excerpts for discussion on a handout. And feel free to come to class with a tale of your own experiences with revision: how you got through it, or didn’t; what you think and how you feel about it. After all, we’re all in this together.


Suggested reading: “Retreat,” by Wells Tower, in McSweeney’s #23 and #30 (also in Everything Ravaged, Everything Burned); The Writing Life, by Annie Dillard.
MATTHEW MÜLLER:  Itsy Bitsy Teeny Weeny In-Betweenies: A Look at the Short Short and a Sidelong Glance at How it Can Function Within a Collection. 


In this class we will discuss what makes a successful short short (aka Flash Fiction). We will also look at various examples of how to integrate these short works into a larger collection of stories. Hopefully, this class will present the happy participant with a range of strategies to go about writing their own short shorts. We will read many of these amazing little nuggets in class and they will be specially chosen to give a sense for the different approaches to this, the tiniest member of the prose family. Though short, these stories pack a punch, and if done effectively, have a way of staying with you. The most successful short shorts have the uncanny capacity to say much more than they actually do, to open the reader up to much larger questions. We will try to get at this mystery through incisive discussion, close reading, and the asking of pointed questions by the lecture’s illustrious leader. You may read the books suggested below to get a better understanding of how these stories work in the collections they come from. However, most of the class will be spent talking about the stories themselves, which will all be in the handout, and you may wander in from lunch knowing nothing at all, and leave with a head full of wonderful and surprising little stories buzzing around.


Suggested reading: The Coast of Chicago, Stuart Dybek; Esther Stories, Peter Orner; In Our Time, Ernest Hemingway; Varieties of Disturbance, Lydia Davis. 

ALISON POWELL:  Speak Your Piece: Uses of the Monologue in Fiction

The art of the spoken monologue has come a long way since the “St. Crispin’s Day” speech from Henry V. These days, monologues are frequently experienced off the page as a 

banal hostage crisis in which a friend monologues to a trapped listener about, say, her issues finding a good wallpaper hanger in Northern San Diego. But in fiction, external monologues can be awfully fun to write and offer a platform for a certain kind of tour de force. Think of those Oscars awarded for six minutes of screen time. Think of Molly Bloom in Ulysses. Monologues allow characters a forum in which to reveal true natures, to vent, confess, attack, give way to poetry, command attention, hold forth, and control information, and with it, control power. 

Alison Powell (continued)

Indeed, a monologue can “make a scene” in all senses. In this class I will examine the discoveries that can come from encouraging your characters to talk at length. I will look at some types of monologues in fiction and discuss how they function within the overall framework of a work, specifically a novel. The class will also look at how one approaches writing a monologue, and how one shifts from dialogue and summary into long speech. How do you know when to shut the character up? What occasions a monologue and what fuels it? How does one manage the tension between spontaneity and artifice? For the author, a monologue can be a place to enlarge voice and experiment with language. I see the monologue as an act of self-discovery that allows writer and speaker alike to break free, go wild, releasing power into the story and onto the page, which leads to change and ultimately, resolution. 


There is no required reading. The texts for the class will most likely include selected monologues from Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison, The Sun Also Rises by Ernest Hemingway, and Notes from Underground by Fyodor Dostoevsky (Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, translators). Handouts will be provided. I will talk a lot, but hope to be more Aristotle and less “Hardball with Chris Matthews.” For an excellent example of monologues in action, I suggest watching the 1981 film, My Dinner With Andre.
CHRISTY QUINTO:  The Power of Contrast
This class will explore how techniques of contrast and juxtaposition can be used as antidotes to flatness in a novel. We will look at the power of contrast to alleviate both flatness of character and narrative flatness. With respect to character flatness, a contrastive character can serve to develop the main character’s personality and traits, so the main character stands out more as an individual. A contrastive POV can be used to introduce uncertainty, making the reader uneasy and therefore engaged. With respect to narrative flatness, contrasting narrative layers prompt the reader to be actively engaged, using her intelligence to figure out who and how much to believe from the conflicting views presented. Examples will be drawn from Saramago’s Blindness, Banks’s The Sweet Hereafter, O’Brien’s In the Lake of the Woods, Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day, Chekhov’s The Little Trilogy, Smiley’s The Age of Grief, and Livesey’s Eva Moves the Furniture.

MATTOX ROESCH:  Def-Thic                              
Chuang Tzu wrote of the Tao: “It causes being and non-being / But it is neither being nor non-being.” This is how I feel about human consciousness—it’s the essential characterization the writer needs to reveal, and yet it evades definition. But a character’s defining ethic—def-thic—is a characterization that can be shown. If consciousness is the journey, defining ethic is the bike. A character’s def-thic informs what they say and wear and think, desire and fear and hate, etc. A character’s defining ethic shows evocative evidence of his/her consciousness. And—here’s the real kicker—def-thic can create the story’s emotional punch. 


John Steinbeck puts his characters on soapboxes in The Grapes of Wrath, which we’ll take a peek at, but we’ll focus most of our time on the holistic techniques of Gustave Flaubert in Madame Bovary, Lorrie Moore in “People Like That Are the Only People Here,” and Jane Smiley in her novella, The Age of Grief. 

KASCHA SNAVELY:  What You Can Count on In Your Reader:  Point of View and the Lyric Poem


What’s that funny thing that happens when someone else reads the “I” or the “you” or the “she” in your poem?  What should you expect your reader to do?  This class will explore that event by way of several exemplary poems—Frost, Bidart, Szymborska, Chiasson, Hirsch—and a brief discussion of the lyric and point of view informed by essays respectively by David Baker and Carl Dennis. We will attempt to distinguish “point of view” in poetry from that in fiction (insofar as this is possible), focusing on how the (historically well-established) lyric stance functions in setting the reader’s expectations. We will proceed from Dennis’s hypothesis that deeming a poem “first person” can precipitously reduce the complexity of the lyric stance.  I add my own hypothesis that the standard terminology of “point of view” over-emphasizes the visual and cinematic aspect of texts without sufficiently offering us resources to describe the more subtle interchange between reader and writer that depends on the total disposition of perceiving persons. We will consider how point of view can be indicated implicitly or explicitly by the following: tone, pronouns, syntax, verb mood or rhetorical device. This is a practical class aimed at offering writers of poems a sharper understanding of interleaving of self and other, reader and writer that successful poems allow to happen. 


Required reading:  In class, we will discuss poems by Frost, Bidart, Szymborska, Chaisson, Hirsch and possibly a short short story by Lydia Davis.


Suggested reading: “Point of View” in Poetry as Persuasion by Carl Dennis. 

KAREN TUCKER:  Flash Forwards: Channel Your Inner Fortune Teller 

If I could erect a giant neon hand outside Jensen, I would. Below it, a sign would say Readings Here. We’d enter through a beaded curtain and study life lines and heart lines. We’d weave elaborate stories out of nothing more than the threads of a palm. 


It’s debatable whether anyone can divine anything in this so-called real life, but as the creators of fiction, we can try. In this class, we’ll look at the nifty, spooky tool that is flash forward, and how we can use it to build suspense, to undercut sentimentality, and to expand the world of a story beyond the time it occupies. To force our characters to stare down their fates. To provoke our readers, and ourselves, into confronting mortality.


We’ll examine passages by Rebecca Curtis, Edward P. Jones, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Ethan Canin, and possibly others. No required reading. Handouts will be provided.

LAURA VAN PROOYEN:  Disjunction: The Making of an Unpredictable Path

What is there to be gained from creating a poem that consciously resists holding together?  Why might a poet use disjuncture as a primary means of poetic composition?  In this class, we will look at how poets can craft destabilizing poems to an extent that associative turns, shifts, and leaps become possible, logical, and even necessary to the poem. Please join in the discussion of  “24 December, Alone” by Richard Hugo, “Dysrhythmia” by Adelia Prado, and other poems to explore the relationship among disjunction, unity, and meaning. Handouts will be provided.






