COURSE DESCRIPTIONS – JANUARY 2011 RESIDENCY

You have already received confirmation of your Bookshop, a crucial part of your residency curriculum.  Please remember that an annotation of the volume is required for participation and must be received in the MFA Office by December 17 (electronic submission preferred). 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:  Hot Dog Station!  Show Show Show!: Expressionism, Exclamations, and the Lyricism of Upheaval  (lecture)

Times of political, economic, and environmental upheaval often push writers into new modes of narrative and expression. The old saws—i.e. “vigorous writing is concise” (Strunk) and the “dignity of the iceberg blah blah blah” (Hemingway)—go out the window, and in comes anger, rage, panic, song, and impulse. Instead of diffusing tension, however, these outbursts can actually build more of it. Instead of undermining the subtext, they can truly illuminate it. Yet, there are dangers involved in such yawping, and caution is suggested. We’ll look at two classics of upheaval—Chekhov’s play “The Cherry Orchard” and Nathanael West’s short novel Miss Lonelyhearts—as well as examples from contemporary poetry and fiction (handouts provided). You may also want to be familiar with Sufjan Stevens’ song “Chicago” and Bruce Springsteen’s “Badlands.” Tasteful swaying and light snapping may be permitted as space allows.

RICK BAROT:  The Sea and the Zebra: Visual Effects in Poems  (lecture) 

  
The poet/critic W.S. Di Piero says this about the painter Giorgio Morandi: “Morandi is a poet devoted to similitude complicated by unlikeness.”  I’m interested in that “unlikeness,” and how it plays out in moments of intense description in certain poems.  Most of the time we have an implicit understanding that description is meant to convey some species of clarity, but in the moments I want to look at, a lot of expressive energy is generated by description that relies, seemingly paradoxically, on distortion, on a withholding of clarity. There will be a handout with a variety of poems—by Creeley, David Ignatow, Charles Wright, Larkin, Ai, and others. 

 
MARIANNE BORUCH:  The End Inside It  (lecture)


I will be mulling over something poems—and stories too—have to manage every time: how to put an end to it. Which is to say, this lecture is about closure, ways it might both surprise and be floating there the whole time. We’ll be looking at the work of poets mainly—Marianne Moore, Robert Frost, Mark Halliday, Jane Kenyon, Brigit Kelly, William Carlos Williams among them. Handouts will be available. In the meantime, be thinking of the various mysteries involved: how endings begin and middle, the little deaths along the way via line break, syntax, cadence, all that trouble in poems (or in life, for that matter) to vanish finally, and whether vanish is really the right word for it. 
LIAM CALLANAN:   So This is How It Ends: Disjunctive Endings in Contemporary Short Fiction  (discussion class, one session)


We often praise unity and focus in fiction, but what happens when a story ends in such a way that the unity is shattered and the focus radically altered? We’ll look at how and why different authors do this, and discuss what impact this has on the reader’s experience—not just of the ending, but the story as a whole. Do such endings “cheat” or enchant readers? Do they undo all the author’s previous work, or do they underpin it?  How can we, in our own writing, craft stories with endings that actually continue the story long after the reader has finished reading? Please read the stories below, which include some usual suspects (in terms of endings), and some unusual ones. I’ll also reserve time in class to discuss examples you raise; if you’d like me to put a particular paragraph onscreen (I’ll be using—limited, promise—use of PowerPoint as a teaching aid), please e-mail me beforehand: liam.callanan@gmail.com.


Required reading: “Friend of My Youth,” Alice Munro; “The Other Miller,” by

Tobias Wolff; “The Erlking,” by Sarah Shun-lien Bynum; “When I Woke Up This Morning, Everything I Had Was Gone,” by T. Coraghessan Boyle. 


Optional: “Communist,” by Richard Ford; “Thanksgiving,” by George Garrett; “The Story of an Hour,” by Kate Chopin.


Munro’s piece appears in her collection of the same name; Wolff’s story in The Night in Question; Ford’s in Vintage Ford, Boyle’s and Shun-lien Bynum’s (and for that matter, Munro’s) are online at newyorker.com (free access to subscribers); and full-text versions of Garrett’s and Chopin’s stories are readily available online: just Google their names and the story titles.

STACEY D’ERASMO:  On the Unsayable  (lecture)

     
How do we write about the unsayable? What is unsayable in 2011 and why does it matter? Trauma, family secrets, and dysfunction are all highly sayable today, as we know. But there are still things that seem impossible to write about, because they’re either too vast (apocalypse) or too delicate (certain emotional states) or too unbearable (despair). In this lecture, I will cautiously approach the edge of unsayability through readings of Beloved, The Road, and Kathryn Davis’ Versailles to take a look.

JENNIFER GROTZ:  Wisława Szymborska: View with a Grain of Sand  (discussion class, one session)

Like the two previous discussions we’ve had over the past few years on Zbigniew Herbert and Czesław Miłosz, this class will present the life and work of the Polish poet Wisława Szymborska as a means to invite young American poets and fiction writers to meditate on the intertwining of life and art (in general) and the poetic use of irony and perspective (in particular).
BROOKS HAXTON: Tone in Yeats  (discussion class, double session)

After Yeats had written several plays, he used more dramatic development in his poems, especially more purposeful modulations of tone. Noting how diction, rhythm, rhyme, syntax, and so on generate various tones, and changes in tone, this class will follow “Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen” as a dramatic construction. Section by section, we will read the poem out loud and discuss it. In the last third of the class, I will analyze how the poem’s intricate construction helps to generate dramatic intensity. The more carefully people read the poem before class the more revealing we are likely to find the discussion.  It is 118 lines, in six sections, available online and on a handout at the residency. 
DANA LEVIN:  Poetry of Witness: Some Recent Strategies in Arthur Sze’s The Ginkgo Light and CD Wright’s One Big Self    (informal lecture)
 
A 20-minute lecture on Arthur Sze’s latest collection, The Ginkgo Light, followed by a discussion (really) of Sze’s work and the opening pages of C.D. Wright’s One Big Self. Topics will include: the catalogue/list as necessary strategy; use of semi-colon and conjunction as necessary hinges; the function of the “I” and its presence/absence; the effects of repetition, fragmentation, reported speech, collage; and what pitfalls of the witness genre the above strategies attempt to avoid (students will be asked what those pitfalls seem to be). You are strongly encouraged to read both books before the residency, but a handout with excerpts will be provided. New students: I view my Sze lecture as One Big Annotation.

MAURICE MANNING:  Place and the Composition of Poetic Self  (lecture)


This lecture will examine the generative role a specific geography plays in composing a sense of poetic self.  In other words, I’m interested in poems which implicitly claim that place renders self, and by rendering place on the page, the poet is simultaneously rendering self. How is this done?  I think through tone, syntax, and form—and maybe through other means. For this lecture I will look closely at Coleridge’s “Reflections on Having Left a Place of Retirement,” Dylan Thomas’s “Fern Hill,” and Robert Penn Warren’s “The Ballad of Billie Potts.”  Handouts with key passages from these poems will be provided.

KEVIN McILVOY:   Sentencing & Summoning: Reflections on the Sentence and the Poetic Line  (lecture)
A man says, lilacs against white houses, two sparrows, one streaked, in a

thinning birch, and can’t find his way to a sentence.

(from “Spring Drawing 2,” Robert Hass)


How does wonder arrive in the works of writers who sentence it, and arise in the works of writers who summon it?  In this lecture I’ll reflect upon what storytellers learn from examining specific aspects of the poetic line.  I’ll provide handouts.

ALIX OHLIN:  Silence in Fiction  (discussion class, one session)
 
In an essay on silence in everyday life, Pico Iyer writes that true silence is more than just a momentary pause in the noise of the universe.  Silence, he says, is something we have to earn—“not an absence but a presence, not emptiness but repletion.”  I’m interested in extending this idea to the play of silence in fiction.  Why does silence matter?  How do we render silence in a medium composed of words?  And to what uses can it be put?  In this class, I’d like to look at different ways in which writers have grappled with silence.  We’ll discuss passages by Samuel Beckett, David Foster Wallace, and Jennifer Egan, as well as works by artists such as Janet Cardiff.  No advance reading required—handouts will be provided.   

MICHAEL PARKER:  Transvestite Hermaphrobite: All Hail the Semi-Colon  (lecture)


A rather breathless riff on the structural and thematic ways in which the semi-colon embodies the tensions inherent in successful narrative strategies of all stripes.  Though there will be Xeroxed examples to study, and attendees ought to take a look at Jamaica Kincaid’s short-short “Girl,” this is less grammar lesson than an appreciation of the complexities of this much misunderstood and sometimes maligned linchpin of punctuation. (“Transvestite hermaphrodites,” said Kurt Vonnegut of the semi-colon. “All they do is tell people you went to college.”)   
Michael Parker (continued)


We will examine such formal elements as narrative tension and rhythm, release of information and complexity of character through the context of seductress semicolon, with digressive and  tendentious put-downs of its cousins the comma and the colon and an analysis of how the semicolon is wrongly thought to separate the cooked from the raw, the mandarin from the thug, when in fact it is only—as all punctuation ought to—creating mood and attempting to express a specific state of consciousness.

ALAN SHAPIRO:  Technique of Empathy: Free Indirect Style in Poetry  (lecture)

Free indirect style is a narrative mode familiar to fiction writers but mostly unknown to or underutilized by poets interested in writing narrative poems. And yet the speed and concision it affords in moving in and out of points of view and voices is especially suited to poetry, narrative or otherwise. In this lecture I’ll discuss in detail some poems by E.A. Robinson and Thom Gunn that make imaginative use of FIS and then consider some of the reasons why FIS in both poetry and fiction is a technique of empathy, a method of exploring the inner lives of other people, especially suited to a skeptical age.

PATRICK SOMERVILLE:  Running and Wanting: Flight and Pursuit in Fiction (discussion class, one session)

In this class, we’ll try to get to the heart of the matter regarding one of the more paradoxically complex aspects of fiction: character motivation. When we tell stories in our everyday lives, we tend to focus on what happens; after a few terms in an MFA workshop, how we’re telling the story tends to take center stage. In this class, we’ll use moments from Graham Greene’s The Power and the Glory to talk about why characters do what they do, and why it’s important for you, the author, to have a deep sense of what your people are fleeing and pursuing. Reading The Power and the Glory, a tremendously instructive novel, is recommended but not required; handouts will be provided.

MEGAN STAFFEL: What Does the Narrator Do?  (discussion class, double session)

In the limited third person point of view, the narrator and character are separate entities.  The narrator establishes time, place, mood, and feeling, creating a context for the character.  The narrator also supports or contradicts and comments on the character’s behavior in subtle and indirect ways, helping to achieve the author’s intentions.  We’ll look at short excerpts to get a sense of the possibilities and then we’ll examine two stories in their entirety.  Please read them before the class.  They are:

           “Wilderness Fire” by Gina Berriault from her 1996 collection, Women in Their Beds; 
and “Good People” by David Foster Wallace, published in The New Yorker, Feb. 5, 2007, and available online at: www.newyorker.com/fiction/features/2007/02/05/070205fi_fiction_wallace?currentPage=all

Handouts will be supplied.

The faculty classes currently scheduled opposite one another are:
Grotz/Somerville

Staffel/Haxton

GRADUATING STUDENTS’ CLASSES  (one-hour sessions)
RJ GIBSON:  Intimacy Issues:  Some Thoughts on Irony


Irony’s rhetorical potential goes far beyond merely saying one thing while meaning another. My interest here is in irony as a rhetorical strategy, not a worldview. Irony’s promise—and its difficulty for us as writers and readers—lies with its linguistic complexity. This complexity has a direct impact on our experience of a poem’s meaning and nuance (in many cases, multiple meanings and nuances). This complexity provides us poems that are rich and contrary.  


My purpose here is to consider how irony might serve our own poems as a way of deepening and complicating the reader’s emotional and aesthetic experiences. We’ll look at some examples from Stuart Dischell, Frederick Seidel, Catullus, and Patrick Donnelly, and discuss the ways they’ve crafted their poems to harness their various ironies. There’ll be a brief lecture geared toward establishing a common vocabulary for our real work: discussing and dissecting these poems.  

There’s no required reading; handouts will be provided.

JENNY JOHNSON:  Please, Don’t Let Me Be Misunderstood: Diction as Rhetorical Gesture


When we write, no matter how distant we might be from an actual audience, we are always building relationships between a speaker and a reader. In this class, we’ll call that act in poems engagement. To what extent, are you establishing the relationships that you intend with your reader?  How does a speaker gain a reader’s confidence or trust?  How does a speaker assert authority or uncertainty?  How might a speaker invite the reader’s imagination into the making of the poem? We will consider the rhetorical potential of a speaker’s diction. Borrowing a few terms from the book, Metadiscourse, written by linguist Ken Hyland, I’ll introduce different types of “interactional” diction:  hedges, boosters, attitude markers, etc. Then, we will consider the rhetorical effects of this diction, how a word or a slight turn of phrase can alter a reader’s experience of the speaker’s argument in a poem. 

No advance reading required. Handouts will be provided. We’ll do a close reading of two poems, likely one by Elizabeth Bishop and the other by Carl Phillips.

KIM FRANK KIRK:  The Art of Dynamic Balance


As writers we often believe that our stories need to be proportional, to maintain a sense of equilibrium. Yet, fiction that successfully takes its characters or setting to the brink of losing balance, stopping just short of falling over, tends to deliver the most powerful literary experiences. In this class we will explore three texts. We’ll ask ourselves where the story goes a little crazy and what elements act as a grounding force, providing just enough counterweight to prevent a wipeout.


Suggested Reading: James Salter’s “Dusk” from Dusk and Other Stories. We’ll also look at the opening chapter of James Salter’s novel Solo Faces and the flu scene in Katherine Anne Porter’s “Pale Horse, Pale Rider.”  Handouts will be provided.

ZOË LASDEN-LYMAN:  No Exit: Physical and Psychic Confinement in Short Stories


Midway through my time at Warren Wilson, I discovered a shortcut to ameliorating my stories. When I chose a confined setting (say a cramped hotel room) everything seemed to improve. The drama was more streamlined, the characters more dynamic, the dialogue more believable. However, eventually, I discovered that though this method often helped, it was not foolproof. Sometimes I would use profoundly claustrophobic settings yet create stilted fiction with lifeless characters. So I wondered: why does physical confinement aid my stories? Why doesn’t it work sometimes? What is really going on here?

In this class, I will argue that physical confinement is useful when it illuminates the psychic confinement of a character. Aptly depicting psychic confinement is a wonderful way of forming believable, compelling characters. This class will investigate how psychic confinement is portrayed in both closed-in and wide-open settings in Franz Kafka’s “The Burrow,” Flannery O’Connor’s “Everything That Rises Must Converge,” and Tobias Wolff’s “Bullet in the Brain.”  No required reading, but Chekhov’s “The Man in a Case,” Sartre’s No Exit, and the stories by Kafka, O’Connor, and Wolff are recommended.

DIANA LUEPTOW:  Speaking Through the Poetic Alter Ego  


Cousin to the poetic persona, intimate though lightly defined, resonant with the personal yet made formally separate, the alter-ego personage stands in for the poet in ways large and small.  What does the writer gain by using this device?  How does the alter ego liberate the poem, allow for nuance and complexity?  What can be said through this ego-extension that cannot be said directly?  In exploring the effects made possible by such an act of artistic ventriloquism, our discussion will focus on Zbigniew Herbert’s Mr. Cogito. Reference will also be made to John Berryman’s Henry, Weldon Kees’ Robinson, and others.
 
No required reading; handouts will be provided.  
SCOTT NADELSON:  Don’t Look Now: The Drama of Seeing


The most dramatic moments in life aren’t always those in which we actively participate; often enough it is what we witness that shocks, intrigues, or mystifies us, and ultimately changes our view of the world and of ourselves. In fiction, too, moments in which drama arises out of a character’s observation of the forbidden, the mysterious, or the desired are often those that resonate most with both character and reader. In this course, we will look at moments of dramatic observation in stories by Ivan Turgenev, Eudora Welty, David Malouf, and Leonard Michaels, examining how such moments are structured, how they reveal or complicate character, and how they can impact a character’s trajectory in a larger story. This will be a discussion class. No advance reading required; handouts provided.

NATHAN POOLE:  The Ultimate Gesture: Meaning Making in Short Stories

A story, much like a sentence, works as an inclusive unit of meaning and it relies on its various parts to do so. A story makes its meaning through the realization of its drama in the way a sentence might make its meaning through a verb. I believe it is the “ultimate gesture” of a story, the moment of consequential action, that performs as the story’s vital “verb” to make the narrative meaningful (a story, no less) on its own terms. These gestures seem resonant and essential to me as a reader because of their ability to suddenly and powerfully relate the various elements of the story together through some kind of action. These gestures are rooted completely in character, they are an expression of profound personality, and they reveal the manner in which the story will achieve its significance.

Nathan Poole (continued)

We will read a few short stories where characters express their definitive and eventual natures through what Flannery O’Connor calls “complete dramatic action.” We will discuss “completeness” and see if we believe in it. We will examine how certain events are supported (or bidden) by a story, how these events are flagged as meaningful by the author, and also discuss the possibility that a single gesture could work to fully realize the drama of an entire story. The goal is to discern the helpfulness or irrelevance of such a theory to our own work. 


Required reading:  


Alistair MacLeod’s “In The Fall,” from Island: The Complete Stories

Breece Pancake’s “First Day of Winter,” from The Stories of Breece D’J Pancake 
GLENIS REDMOND:  Revelatory Moments in Highly Compressed Poems 


Edward Hirsch writes in How to Read a Poem, that poets are 5-year olds in awe of the universe. I have always been interested in how poets capture awe in relatively small poems, more specifically, how they create space using highly pressurized language. I compare these well-crafted works to a sprinter’s hamstring loaded with tension: when triggered and released, the runner’s action is akin to flight. Likewise, when a poet releases the grip of compression in a poem, it has the opportunity to spring forth and pierce multiple layers, simultaneously addressing both concrete and abstract realms, thus offering the opportunity for expanded moments. These well-wrought poems have both metaphorical legs and wings, allowing the poem to become “a living thing” that has lasting impressions. In this class we will explore compressed poems by James Wright and Lucille Clifton and examine how these supposedly disparate poets create both fullness and depth in their respective works.

LESLIE CONTRERAS SCHWARTZ:  The Interrogative Mode: Dislocation and Disorientation in Poetry

Poems that break out into questions, specifically probing, unanswerable questions, have the ability to dislocate and disorient the reader—an uncomfortable position that fascinates me. In using the interrogative mode, the speaker can also reveal his own uncertainty and source of discomfort about the subject. In this class, we will look at the interrogative mode used in God’s voice in The Book of Job (Stephen Mitchell’s translation), the epigraph to Elizabeth Bishop’s Geography III, and John Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn.”  We will discuss the use of tone as a key craft element in the interrogative mode, and how, through tone, the poem is able to ask us the most interesting philosophical questions. Handouts will be provided.
SARA SLAUGHTER:  Syntax as Structure: Approaching the Prose Poem / Short Short in a Workshop Way

Structure has often been defined as “the order and manner in which information is released.”  This class will explore structure as it relates to prose poems and short fiction.  


In this class, we will focus on the micro-structures (patterns of syntax, pronouns, images, etc.) that serve as a primary source of tension (and its release) in these pieces. By looking at incredibly brief, non-lineated selections from Anne Carson, Lydia Davis, and others, we will try to identify what readers may come to anticipate within these forms and how a writer can toy with those expectations.  


The class will avoid proposing clear-cut distinctions between the genres discussed.  Instead, we will focus on the similarities in how these forms function, with specific attention given to underlying cross-genre use of narrative and lyric. Handouts will be provided.
ANDY YOUNG:  The Distance from Disaster


Poems about public disasters are often, themselves, disasters. Yet poets have responded to events such as war and environmental catastrophe with successful articulations in which, to use Milosz’s words, the “schism between the poet and the great human family disappears and poetry becomes as essential as bread.” I want to look at various strategies for how the individual lyric responds to public disaster and how decisions about distance, in particular, affect our experience as readers. We will consider such issues as the proximity of the speaker to the event, the use of mitigating media to question point of view, and the difficulties of the concept of the poet-as-witness. We will look at a wide range of responses, from those—like Wordsworth’s and Dickinson’s who, at first glance, may not seem to be responding at all—to poems by Amichai, Heaney, Rankine, and Celan that more directly address the topic. Handouts will be provided. 


Suggested reading: “Backed up in the Soul” by Claudia Rankine, “The Diameter of the Bomb” by Yehuda Amichai, “Deathfugue” by Paul Celan, Emily Dickinson’s poem “It feels a shame to be Alive—” (J444, F524).
       The graduate classes currently scheduled opposite one another are:
 Lasden-Lyman/Lueptow/Redmond

Gibson/Poole/Slaughter

Kirk/Schwartz/Young

Johnson/Nadelson
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