English 190P: Poetry and Prose in Conversation

(poetryandprose.wordpress.com)


Tuesday/Thursday, 3:15-5:05, Rm. 110-111P

Andrew Altschul, with the Stegner Fellows in Poetry

altschul@stanford.edu

Office: 460-209, T/Th, 5:15-6:45

"Every artist working with words as his medium, must at times be profoundly irritated by what seems the limitations of his medium. What things does he not wish to create with words! There is the mind of the reader before him and he would like to create in that reader's mind a whole new world of sensations, or rather one might better say he would like to call back into life all of the dead and sleeping senses."

– Sherwood Anderson

Course Description

For the poet, there is much to learn from the techniques of the fiction writer—development of scene, character, narrative arc—and for the fiction writer, much to learn from the poet—use of rhythm, form, image and economy. This course offers a unique opportunity for students of poetry and fiction to engage in an extensive dialogue about the nature of their crafts. This “cross-pollination” is meant to expand writers’ expressive abilities, introduce them to new formal strategies, and empower them to take risks and explore innovation in their work.

This course is itself a hybrid: part seminar, part workshop. We will read and respond to a wide selection of contemporary writings, as well as some older, seminal works and essays, to see some of the ways writers have struggled with and redefined the conventions of poetry and prose, often blurring the boundaries between the two, or creating entirely new forms. We will discuss the advantages and limitations of convention, and the imperatives (if any) which govern innovation itself. Students will produce several short, creative pieces designed to move them beyond the constraints of their chosen genre, encouraging them to experiment with established hybrid forms (prose poems, microfiction, narrative poems, nonlinear stories, et. al.) and explore new forms of their own devising. Over the course of the term, students will develop a longer project, perhaps using the short assignments as a starting point, or possibly pursing a direction independent of previous work.

The Stegner Fellows in Poetry will join us for many class meetings, bringing to bear their own experience as poets and scholars, introducing us to work that particularly interests and challenges them. They’ll read your responses and creative work, offering their own feedback when time allows.

Texts

• Great American Prose Poems: From Poe to Present, David Lehman, Ed.

• Course Reader, available at Copy America, 344 California Ave. (on Marguerite-C line).

Requirements
Participation (25%) This class cannot succeed without your participation. I’m counting on you to bring your smarts, your energy, and your considered responses to the assigned reading and the work of your classmates. Your opinions are welcome here, as is your dissent – provided both are offered in a spirit of respect and support for everyone’s hard work. I’m also open to your feedback and suggestions about how the course itself is conducted.
• Please attend two (2) fiction and/or poetry readings during the quarter. May I recommend Stein Visiting Writer Colm Toibin’s reading on January 16, and Lane Lecturer Lorrie Moore’s reading on February 11? A full schedule of readings is below.
Reading Responses and Comments (25%) For each unit, you’ll post a response to one of the assigned readings, and a comment about one of the other students’ responses, on the course blog: poetryandprose.wordpress.com. That makes a total of five (5) original responses and five (5) comments for the quarter. Responses should be in the 400-500 word range and should be posted by the night before a given piece is to be discussed in class. These responses are not strictly analyses, but your more-or-less immediate reactions as a writer to what you’ve read: its formal attributes, its psychological or emotional impact, its relevance to the ongoing discussion. Comments might be shorter, but should attempt to dispute or clarify or deepen some point made in the original response, and/or to make a connection to another reading or class discussion. You are more than welcome to post more than the required number of comments or responses – my hope is that the blog will evolve into a freewheeling discussion about poetry, prose, art, and life. Let’s make this a great conversation!
Explorations (20%) Four shorter creative pieces, ranging in length depending on the specific assignment. Explorations may be discussed in small groups or by the whole class, giving you the opportunity to gauge the reception for your creation.

Portfolio (35%) A larger creative work, format open, to be proposed in advance. Portfolios should be accompanied by a 2-3pp. self-evaluative statement describing your intentions for the work and the process of composition. A portfolio may draw on, string together, synthesize, or elaborate upon some of the shorter Explorations. A portfolio may represent a unified, discrete piece of writing that bears no relation to earlier work. It may be some fusion, permutation, configuration, or conflation of both approaches. It may be a cycle of narrative poems, a short story in verse, a narrative progression of some kind never before seen in this dimension. As Pound says: “Make it new!” As Altschul says: “Make it cool!” As Stein says: “Make it make!” [Note: A brief proposal is due by Friday, February 29.]

Four-Minute Reading Series: 190P Edition On Tuesday night, March 11, the Creative Writing Program’s “Four-Minute Reading Series” will be devoted to readings by the students in this course. You will select either a shorter project or an excerpt from your portfolio and read it publicly, to an audience of your peers. It will be fun. I promise.

Attendance

Our time together is short and valuable. You are allowed one (1) absence for any reason, after which each absence will cost five (5) percentage points from your final grade unless you provide a note from a Dean. More than four (4) absences will result in a failing grade. Out of respect for your classmates, please be on time.
Conferences

My office hours are for you. Come in to discuss the readings or short assignments, to brainstorm on your portfolio, or to talk about a work in progress.

Readings Scheduled for Winter Quarter
Wednesday 1/16. Stein Visiting Writer Colm Toibin. Campbell Auditorium, 8pm.

Thursday, 1/17. Israeli-Arab author Sayed Kashua. The Terrace Room, 12pm.

Friday 1/18. Colloquium/brunch with DCL Writer in Residence Ludmila Ulitskaya. The Terrace Room, 10:30am.

Wednesday 1/23. Stegner Fellows Reading. The Terrace Room, 7pm.

Monday 1/28. Reading by DCL Writer in Residence Ludmila Ulitskaya. Bldg. 260-113, 7pm.

Tuesday 1/29. Colloquium with Colm Toibin. The Terrace Room, 11am.

Wednesday 2/6. Novelist and story writer Jim Shepard. The Terrace Room, 7pm.

Monday 2/11. Reading by Lane Lecturer Lorrie Moore. Kresge Auditorium, 8pm.

Tuesday 2/12. Colloquium with Lorrie Moore. The Terrace Room, 11am.

Wednesday 3/5. Stegner Fellows Reading. The Terrace Room, 7pm.
More readings TBA…
Reading Schedule

[Note: Items marked with an asterisk (*) are handouts; all others are found in the required texts.]
Tues. 1/8 
Course Introduction: Conventions of Poetry and Fiction
Glück, “Hawk’s Shadow”; Olds, “The Race”; Wallace, “A Radically Condensed History of Postindustrial Life”; Strand “in the privacy of the home” (handouts)

UNIT I: Prose Poems & Microfiction (with Kirsten Andersen)
Thurs. 1/10
Dobyns, “Writing the Reader’s Life”; Deville, “The Prose Poem and the (Short) Short Story”; Dybek, “Sunday at the Zoo”; Forché, “The Colonel”

Tues. 1/15
Phillips, “Wedding Picture,” “Blind Girls,” and “What It Takes to Keep a Young Girl Alive”; Paz, “The Blue Bouquet”; Strand, “Chekov: A Sestina”; Marx, assorted prose poems*

Thurs. 1/17
Bynum, excerpts from Madeleine is Sleeping

UNIT II: Narrative Poems & Lyric Fiction (with Alexandra Teague)

Tues. 1/22
Belieu, “Part of the Effect” and “Outside the Hotel Ritz”; Carson, “The Glass Essay”* 

Exploration 1 due

Thurs. 1/24
Stanford, “Freedom, Revolt & Love”; Lewis, “The Accident”; Doty, “Garden of the Moon” and “Lost in the Stars”; Kincaid, “In the Night”

Discuss Explorations

Tues. 1/29
Bidart, “Ellen West”; Alexie, “Influences,” “Fire as Verb & Noun,” and “Fire Storm”; Thon, “Necessary Angels” 

Thurs. 1/31
NO CLASS

UNIT III: Correspondence & Direct Address (with Jill McDonough)

Tues. 2/5
Bishop, “Invitation to Miss Marianne Moore”; Ginsberg, “A Supermarket in California”; Emanuel, “inside gertrude stein”; Hoagland, “Lawrence”

Thurs. 2/7
Van Duyn, “Letters from a Father”; Ondaatje, “To a Sad Daughter”; Puchner, “Leda and the Swan”; Jarman, “Epistle”

Exploration 2 due

Tues. 2/12
Wenderoth, “Twelve Epistles from Letter to Wendy’s”; Moore, “How to Be an Other Woman”; Bly, “Warning to the Reader”


Discuss Explorations

UNIT IV: Chaos & Dreamlogic (with Michael McGriff)

Thurs. 2/14
Tzara, “DADA Manifesto 1918” and “DADA Manifesto on Feeble and Bitter Love”; Kaufman, “Abomunist Manifesto”

Tues. 2/19
Freud, from “On Dreams”; Plath, “Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams”; Olds, “Satan Says”; Ashberry, “Disagreeable Glimpses”

Thurs. 2/21
Merwin, “The Giants” and “Watching a Train”; Stanford, “The Singing Knives”; Ríos, “Refugio’s Hair”; Johnson, “Work”



Exploration 3 due

Tues. 2/26
Discuss Explorations

UNIT V: Beyond Representation (with Andy Grace)
Thurs. 2/28
Stein, from Tender Buttons and “The Superstitions of Fred Anneday, Annday, Anday: A Novel of Real Life”; Volkman “It Could Be a Bird,” “When Kiss Spells Contradiction”; Howe, untitled; Spahr “Gentle Now, Don’t Add to Heartache”* (in class)

Tues. 3/4
Cummings “i was sitting in mcsorley’s”; Berrigan, sonnets; Chin, “Tonight, again”; Steinberg, “The End of Free Love”

Thurs. 3/6
Barth, from Lost in the Funhouse (“Author’s Note” and “Life-Story”); Coover, “A Sudden Story”; Collins, “Marginalia”; Graham, “The Veil”

Tues. 3/11
Boully, “The Body”; Wells, from Secession, XX; Wallace, “Octet”

Exploration 4 due

*Four-Minute Reading Series: 190P Edition. 7pm in the Terrace Room*

Thurs. 3/13
End of Quarter Party. Portfolio readaround. General merriment.

*Portfolios due 2pm, Wednesday, March 19*






