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PENING
the Middle Ages


study of m edieval texts challenges a  number 
of received ideas about literature, including 
com m onp laces about authorship, literary 
tradition, the relationship of “ high” and “ low ” 
culture, our ideas of selfhood and gender, 
and m uch else, including popular notions of 
the “ m edieval” itself.


This edition’s lead article focuses on the 
work of three of the English D epartm ent’s 
m edievalists. T hom as Hill cam e to Cornell in 
1967 as a graduate student working with the 
late Robert Kaske, w ho w as in m any w ays 
the architect of the present m edieval studies 
program. Though the section on Tom ’s work 
(page 2) focuses on the teaching of Beowulf, 
he has written about a range of top ics in 
Anglo-Saxon and later periods, including 
the Sco ttish  Rena issance , O ld Norse sagas, 
and early m edieval law. Andy Galloway 
(page 3) joined the departm ent in 1991; 
his interests range too broadly to describe 
briefly, though som e recent top ics of tea ch 
ing and research include historiography, the 
m edieval city, dram a, textual criticism , and 
Piers Plowman, the sub ject of a m assive 
com m entary that is now  nearing com pletion. 
M asha Raskolnikov, the new est m em ber of 
the field, w orks on problem s of gender and 
the body in M iddle English and M edieval 
French. Her section (page 4) is an interview 
that ranges from m edieval debates between 
the mind and body to the M el G ibson film 
The Passion of the Christ. The departm ent’s 
fourth m edievalist is W inthrop (Pete) 
W etherbee, the Avalon Foundation Professor 
in the Humanities. Pete  will contribute to a 
future issue of English at Cornell, though he 
appears in this issue, speaking with charac 
teristic e loquence in m em ory of his late friend 
and colleague Robert Farrell (page 9).


M edieval literature is one of the 
m ost highly-regarded fields in the 


Cornell English Departm ent; 
in 2001, the last year it gave a 
separate ranking, U.S. News 
& World Report p laced the 
Cornell program  fourth in 


the nation. In one sense 
the designation of “m edi
eva l” as a single field is 
m isleading because  of 
its sheer vastness. Even 
when restricted to the 
British Isles, “ m edieval 
stud ies” covers over 800 
years of literary deve lop 
ment and half a dozen 
languages- though  most 
m edievalists also know 


two or m ore continental 
vernaculars, such as Old 


French and M iddle High 
Germ an, and m ay work in 


several literatures at once. In recent 
years, m edievalists in the Cornell English 


D epartm ent have written or taught on 
marine archaeology, C h au ce r’s reading of 


B o ccacc io , m edieval conceptions of 
the city, m ale mourning in the Roman de 
la Rose, the nature of kingship in A sse r’s 
Life of Alfred, and m any other topics.


In a  self-study docum ent last year, the 
departm ent’s four m edievalists stressed 


the im portance of both traditional work 
like textual scholarsh ip  and the application 
of theoretical ideas to m edieval subjects. 
M edieval studies has certa in ly been affected 
by the w inds of theory, but the influence is 
better described  as reciprocal. A s  the fol
lowing rem arks m ake clear, an imaginative







The M onsters and  
the Readers
by Paul Sawyer


The translation and publication of Anglo-Saxon 
texts in the nineteenth century marks one of 


the most significant episodes in the history of liter
ary scholarship. Most Old English poetry, represent
ing some 400 years of literary history, survives in 
only four manuscripts, almost all of them in a single 
version. The single manuscript of Beowulf—argu
ably the earliest great work of European literature 
to survive after the fall of Rome—was singed in a 
fire and nearly burned, while the Exeter Book was 
burned by a log and damaged by the mark of a 
drinking-cup. What has been lost is beyond conjec
ture; what has survived is immeasurably precious.


Ironically, for many students, Old English has 
come to stand for little more than an annoying 
requirement. In grad school I considered myself 
lucky to pass my required exam after only a few 
weeks’ cramming; my minimal exposure to the 
literature “took,” however, and many years later— 
this past Christmas, in fact— I found myself brush
ing up on the language, until for awhile I could 
read or think of little else. Luckily, Tom Hill was 
offering his Beowulf course in the spring, and he 
generously took me on as an auditor.


On the first day of class I expected a tiny group 
of specialists, so 1 was surprised to find a class 
of some 20 students, grads and undergrads, all 
of whom had passed Anglo-Saxon in the fall— a 
larger number than most 400-level seminars.


English^  AT CORNELL


English at Cornell is published once a year and is sent to 
qraduates and faculty members of the Department of English. 
P lease send correspondence to Paul Sawyer, Department of 


English, Cornell University, 250  Goldwin Smith Hall, Ithaca, NY 


14853-3201. E-mail: pls12@cornell.edu.


Co-editors: Paul Sawyer, professor of English
Amber Baird-Baidinger, graduate student in English


Copy editor: Claudia Wheatley


Layout and design: Kathryn Seely


Photos: University Photography (Robert Barker, Frank DiMeo, 


Nicola Kountoupes)


Cornell University is an equal 
opportunity, affirmative action 
educator and employer.
Printed on recycled paper.
Communication and Marketing Services 
12/2004—-3M—AP


Tom Hill: Exploring the  c on tinu ity  between  
oral trad ition  and popular literature .


What makes such a seemingly arcane subject 
so popular among students? At its most acces
sible level Beowulf is, of course, about mon
sters— its plot is punctuated by three separate 
monstrous combats—which makes a ready 
link with contemporary popular culture.
In discussion, students showed a detailed 
knowledge of The Lord o f the Rings and other 
medievalizing film epics (though of the entire 
group, Tom seemed to be the most ardent 
devotee of the TV series Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer, a text which after all draws upon the 


medieval tradition of the vampire).


But the truest interest of the course was the 
challenge of reading a poem whose every line bears 
grammatical, historical, and social meaning at 
once. Each day, students translated 70 or so lines, 
out of which grew discussions on a range of topics: 
the nature of oral poetry; the function of Anglo- 
Saxon queens; the implications of the word over
mode; how Beowulf could battle sea-monsters in a 
full suit of armor. The social world of the Anglo- 
Saxons was vastly unlike our own— essentially 
tribal, without centralized authority or law courts 
or medicine or science—yet in a work like Beowulf 
that society came vividly to life for the class, speak
ing to itself, making meanings, and creating liter
ary effects that are often elegantly beautiful and 
sophisticated.


At the end of the semester, Tom and 1 met in his 
office to talk about the course and his work. I 
was only mildly surprised to see a complete set 
of Buffy CDs on the table, but there was much 
more: rows of scholarly editions and monographs, 
including a complete grammar of Old Frisian; the 
bust of a crowned King Alfred that once com
manded the first-floor hall of Goldwin Smith; 
and a busy printer, which at that moment was 
producing a scholarly essay on the folk-tale of the 
ugliest foot. (The Ugly Foot episode appeared first 
in an Icelandic saga and most recently in an Irish 
newspaper article from 1930. When a king tells 
a sleeping soldier that the man’s right foot is the 
ugliest in the world, the soldier wagers he can find 
an uglier— and promptly produces his left foot.) 
Tom pointed out that a strong continuity exists 
between oral tradition and popular literature, like 
the story of the ugliest foot. The old debate over 
whether works like Beowulf were composed orally 
or on the page recedes in importance, according 
to Tom, when one recognizes how enormously 
sophisticated improvisational material can be— a 
pertinent analogy here is in the great jazz musi
cians of the twentieth century. By breaking down 
rigid separations between the serious and the popu
lar, the oral and the literate, the spontaneous and 
the composed— in short, by comparing Beowulf to 
jazz, a TV series, and a popular romance as well as 
to “high art” forms like epic and saga— medieval
ists like Tom anticipate influential postmodernist 
critiques of precisely these distinctions.


The monsters, of course, do not exist in isolation, 
nor simply as tests of the hero’s prowess, but as 
emblems in a system of social and cosmic mean
ings. As God put order into the created world 
and as the hall-chieftain Hrothgar put order into


Heorot, so Grendel exists outside that order as the 
principle of anti-order. Similarly, the poem’s third 
monster, the dragon, appears after a long digres
sion on the disastrous wars that have occurred over 
the previous 50 years. As Tom elucidated for the 
class, the dragon embodies draconitas, “dragon- 
ness”— greed, hoarding, secrecy, as opposed to the 
gift-giving economy that underwrites the “good 
human societies in the poem— a quality that is 
also responsible for the series of disastrous wars. 
Meaning, that is, lies in the seeming digressions as 
much as in the “main” action; as a recent critic has 
written, “There are no digressions in Beowulf'


In contrast to these perennially popular motifs, 
the hero that bears the name of the poem is a 
pattern of heroic virtue who for that reason may 
seem (in the irreverent phrase of one reader) like 
“dullsville.” And yet, in an influential essay years 
ago, Bob Kaske showed convincingly that Beowulf 
exemplifies the classical trope of sapientia et forti- 
tudo— the ideal ruler’s combination of the wisdom 
of a counselor and the courage of the warrior. 
Beowulf therefore represents a fundamental issue 
in the ideology of a warrior culture; as Tom puts it, 
“how to contain and order violence is a non-trivial 
problem.” Unlike the other texts he assigns his 
class— The Saga o f the Volsungs, which is awash in 
violence, or “The Battle of Maldon,” which care
fully preserves the warrior ethic— Beowulf presents 
a magical solution to the problem of violence: a 
hero who is able to make peace and cement alli
ances among otherwise quarrelsome groups, not 
by killing other humans but by killing monsters; a 
hero who has as much in common with a Christian 
saint as he does with a warrior.


Clearly enough, Beowulf was written by a Chris
tian, but most likely at a time when Christianity 
was still fairly early established among the once- 
pagan Anglo-Saxons. For the original audience, 
how did the idea of a saintly hero relate to a still- 
vital pagan tradition that celebrated, even glorified, 
violence? In a magisterial article first published in 
1994 (reprinted in the Norton Critical Edition of 
the poem, alongside the Seamus Heaney transla
tion), Tom describes the cultural contradiction this 
way:


I would submit that a young Anglo- 
Saxon warrior who was schooled in 
Germanic heroic legend, whose claim 
to aristocratic status extended far into 
the pagan past, whose law was the old 
law confirmed by his people since time 
immemorial, whose homeland had been 
won by pagan warriors, who bore on 
his person ancient pagan ornaments, 
who defended himself with an old sword 
purportedly made by [a legendary smith] 
and certainly made by pagan craftsmen, 
and whose landscape was dominated by 
magnificent burial mounds in which the 
great men (and women) of his race were


continued on page 5
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CONCENTRIC CIRCLES
Text, Culture, and History
by A m b e r  Ba ird-Baid inger


On this page: Two illustrated ideas of medieval authorship. The image at top left 
shows the narrator of Piers Plowman as dreamer. The portrait above shows the author John Gower as a satirist aiming an arrow at the world; it will only stick, he 
says, to those "living evilly." (Piers Plowman illustration reproduced by permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University. Gower portrait reproduced by permission 
of The Huntingdon Library, San Marino, California.)


Middle English, since there were countless English 
dialects and also countless versions of any given 
text. As a result, medieval texts were local and par
ticular. Texts written in London weren’t necessarily 
readable to people in the north of England. If texts 
did circulate to wider communities of readers, they 
were probably reading widely different versions of 
those texts. Not only were medieval texts frequent
ly revised by their authors, they were commonly 
adapted by their copyists who often saw themselves 
as interpreters or commentators and made liberal 
changes. In some cases, the divergences between 
manuscripts are so radical that different versions 
of one text can be classified as different genres.
In other cases, the only surviving manuscript of a 
text is one that was altered or adapted by a copy
ist, undermining modern notions of authenticity 
and authorial property. Adding to the complexity 
of the medieval literary landscape is the fact that 
Latin and French were widely used languages in 
England during this time, and Welsh and Irish 
in the neighboring countries under English rule, 
so interactions and influences (as well as literary 
allusions and a sense of a literary canon) were not 
confined to texts written in English.


In the Blackwell history, therefore, Andy will aban
don the practice of simply presenting a tradition of 
individual authors of self-contained texts, attempt
ing instead to illuminate “textual communities of 
scribes and readers” and the “manifestly collabora
tive endeavors of the period, such as the many 
creative and fascinating compilations of sermons 
from the twelfth through the fifteen century, the 
collections of civic drama extant in cycles or frag
ments from the fifteenth century primarily, and 
the ever-present scattering of small poetry captured 
throughout this span with ink and parchment in 
corners and edges of manuscripts.”


Andy’s interest in the idea of literary history 
extends to his enthusiasm for the medieval histori
ans. Post-medieval readers have too often dismissed 
the chroniclers as unimaginative compilers who 
were merely serving the ideological demands of 
their religious institutions. Andy, however, sees in 
the chronicles a wide range of literary genres, and a 
large body of vivid, intelligent, and often culturally 
significant writing. Our modern ideas about what 
constitute both authors and literary characters may 
draw much more from the chronicles than from 
more traditionally “literary” medieval texts. For 
example, writers such as William of Malmesbury 
in the twelfth century and Ranulph Higden in the 
fourteenth constructed in their works the trope 
of an author as a fascinating and witty figure.
Andy also sees in the chroniclers an “anxiety of


commentary, religious history, and per
vasive satire about the poet’s inability to 


convey so much—whose appreciation requires 
a framework deeply alien from the elements 
of modern literary style, and even from the 
works of its great contemporary, Chaucer. It 
stubbornly remains, however, a great literary 
work itself, interested in an astonishing vari
ety of questions and problems, from specific 
political and social debates to broad apocalyp
tic visions. Andy’s aim in the commentary is 
to situate and appreciate the idiosyncrasy and 


greatness of Piers Plowman-, by tracing connec
tions in toward the poem from its immediate 
literary and intellectual context, and by mov
ing from single lines or words outwards, he 
seeks to find culture on a broad and detailed 
scale as a set of horizons around this unique 
poem.


When Andy first read Piers Plowman— one of the 
texts that drew him to medieval studies— he found 
“the range of things it was doing and invoking” 
to be “scandalous.” The great fourteenth-century 
vision-poem was obsessively revised, expanded, 
and re-imagined by its author, William Langland 
(about whom we know almost nothing, including 
whether the name was real). Andy’s commentary 
on the first vision of the work, a painstaking effort 
that has taken ten years to complete, aims to “tear 
apart” every inch and every version of the poem.
He argues that this poem, more than any text he 
knows, challenges the assumptions of literary his
tory and the conventions of genre. It doesn’t invoke 
an obvious tradition of literary works, and it offers 
combined literary accomplishments— allegory, 
obsessive exploration of single words, political


Andy Galloway began his career intending to 
study Renaissance poetry, but he found him


self too confined there, too hedged in; he wanted 
to “explore cultural expanses.” When he talkj 
about his two most recent scholarly projects, he 
seems to have found a way to do precisely that. 
Both books are variations on the theme of what he 
calls “concentric circles”— the myriad connections 
between a literary work and its world.


temptations of easy narratives, like those 
about the English language moving towards 


greater and greater uniformity, or about religious 
and political authority becoming more and more 
codified. Most broadly, he aims to re-conceive 
medieval literary history in a way that challenges 
the conventional idea of a single, continuous chain 
of great authors moving in an arc of development. 
In fact, there was no central literary tradition in


Andy will continue to navigate this balance 
between text and culture in his next project, 
the Blackwell History o f Middle English. Part 
of the appeal of medieval studies for him is 
the opportunity to explore phenomena that 
don’t fit into a teleology. His challenge 
in the Blackwell volume is to resist the
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THE MEDIEVAL "OTHER"
A Conversation with Masha Raskolnikov


A m ber Baird-Baidinger: How d id  you fir s t  
become interested in medieval studies?


M asha Raskolnikov: I didn’t begin graduate 
school as a medievalist; I initially defined myself 
as a literary theorist and as a feminist critic. The 
general problem that interested me was the nature 
of embodiment; but I wasn’t sure where I was 
going to anchor my thinking or what, indeed, I 
was going to do with it. Late in my first year at 
Berkeley, when I was a teaching assistant for an 
undergraduate theory course, I asked a student a 
question about her other courses. She said she was 
taking a Chaucer class, with a groan that seemed 
to suggest “how boring.” I remember that groan 
really galvanized me, and I couldn’t help but begin 
to explain to her the entire critical theory class that 
I was teaching in terms of Chaucer. Afterwards I 
realized, “I really want to do this, I want to make 
this relevant for students so they don’t think the 
past is dead and buried.”


W hat also drove my research is the sense that a 
whole realm of knowledge is often distorted and 
transformed beyond recognition. I am told that 
some students sign up for classes on medieval 
English literature in part to avoid the difficulties 
and challenges of feminist criticism, queer studies, 
critical race studies, and postcolonial studies. After 
all, aren’t the Middle Ages the time before colo
nization, before race and even nation, aren’t they 
the time before “homosexuality” was invented? I 
enjoy upsetting the false expectations of a simple 
past, and my work thrives on the challenge posed 
by finding the voices of women and of queers and 
all of those coded as “Other” in the texts that lie at 
the very origin of European (particularly English) 
literature.


Has the study o f medieval literature succeeded in 
anchoring your original interest in embodiment?


Yes. In my current book project, which is a revi
sion of my dissertation, I focus on Middle English 
debates between the Body and the Soul. In these 
texts a person is depicted after their death as split 
into a Body and a Soul, who are, usually, squab
bling about whose fault the person’s sins had been. 
I remember how, in grad school, I would explain 
my dissertation with hand puppets: here’s the 
Body, here’s the Soul, and they’re fighting among 
themselves, but aren’t they really all one thing?


In reading these poems as a feminist critic, I 
couldn’t help but notice that the self’s internal


hierarchies were often described in gendered terms. 
Now, English doesn’t have noun gender. In pretty 
much every other European language, and in my 
first language, Russian, a table is either a girl or a 
boy. You have a certain kind of relationship—very 
implicit and profoundly unconscious— to the gen
der of the objects around you, a work of personi
fication that goes on all the time. Thus, when the 
Body debates with the Soul in French, the Body 
is male and the Soul is female, and therefore the 
Body is courting the Soul like a knight courting a 
lady, and being accused of being a boor according 
to courtly tradition.


But in Middle English, where nouns are uninflect
ed by gender, other, less “natural” hierarchies than 
those that exist between males and females of this 
period need to be established whenever hierarchy 
seems to be necessary (which, with medievals, is 
often). In the particular case of Body/Soul debates, 
the need to work around the lack of natural noun 
gender helps to produce a particularly interesting 
set of competing discourses, all trying to establish 
a hierarchy that is not based in sexual difference 
— one that refuses to either abject or idealize the 
feminine. The Middle English poems cannot seem 
to find a stable way to organize what should be 
the Soul’s obvious superiority, and are left with 
presenting multiple options to describe the rela
tionship between Soul and Body. In one poem, for 
example, the Soul suggests that the relationship it 
had with the Body when they were united as a self 
was one based on love, and resembled the love of 
brothers, one elder, one younger. The Body dis
agrees, suggesting that their relationship had been 
one of a pedagogy, with the Soul playing the role 
of an ineffectual teacher. They might be a squab
bling married couple; but they aren’t, and this is 
significant. In most general terms, I’m reading 
Mind-Body dialogues in order to trace the place of 
gender in the history of the pre-modern subject.


How does your work address the “Others”you 
mentioned earlier?


A big part of my book looks at the extent of 
absence, or how English poetry was able to exclude 
the feminine. A main question posed by my 
research is, What are the literary consequences of 
excluding women from discourse and presenting 
them exclusively as sexual or romantic objects? I 
recently explored this question in an article on the 
French allegorical poem, the Roman de la Rose.
This poem has been famously read as the very


origin of a literature of romantic love in the West; 
interestingly, the purported feminine object of the 
protagonist’s desire never, ever speaks, and every 
speaker who discusses romantic love offers dire 
warnings about the untrustworthiness of women. 
Now the Roman de la Rose was begun by one 
author and continued by another after his death.
In my article, I consider how that continuation 
discusses its status as a work of mourning, and 
argue that it offers a rhetoric of romantic attach
ment between men as an alternative to the fraught 
economy of male-female exchange. My reading of 
the poem is a case of queering the text, reading a 
little bit against the grain, conducted under the 
assumption that no medieval writer would reveal 
homosexual attachment explicitly.


So you arrived at a queering o f the text by noticing 
the absence o f the feminine?


Yes. But at the same time, I’m aware that my 
interest in a “queer” reading like this one can be 
in conflict with my interest as a feminist reader. 
Imagining the exchanges between medieval men 
as somehow “queer” can seem like or even be a 
positive gesture towards reclaiming gay history. 
And yet the utter exclusion of female voices from 
any number of literary works certainly troubles 
a feminist reader as a relentlessly negative fact of 
medieval culture.


You've observed that medievalists are feeling a new 
kind o f cultural responsibility because o f the cur
rent political climate. Can you explain what you 
mean by that?


I think medievalists are finding themselves with a 
new relationship to politics and to history. Since 
September 11 especially, we’ve seen a burgeon
ing interest in the history of the Crusades and in 
the relationship of medieval England to its Arab 
Others— and a different attitude to empire on 
the part of its cultural historians. There are many 
young scholars and new graduate students who 
are interested in this problem, a whole new field 
forming (with Geraldine Heng, a graduate of this 
department, as one of the principal players, as a 
matter of fact).


Another way I have responded to the dominant 
culture’s version of the medieval has been through 
Mel Gibson’s film The Passion o f the Christ, which 
has inspired just a huge amount of fervor and 
debate. It’s hard to see this film as anything other 
than a medieval passion play flattened onto a
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Masha Raskolnikov teaching a summer course at Telluride House entitled Pleasure and Danger: Bodies in Science, Technology,







two-dimensional screen, and it’s hard to miss that 
this particular adaptation partakes of the worst 
aspects of that tradition without thinking through 
the implications of its staged violence.


I would argue that the medieval plays—in part, 
simply because they are plays, physical spectacles, 
staged in front of specific communities where it is 
possible that everyone knows one another— could 
not avoid having a far more sophisticated relation
ship to violence and embodiment than Gibson’s 
film has. For instance, some of the plays portray
ing the Passion can be very humorous, and the 
audience might find themselves laughing and ulti
mately identifying with the “Christ-killers” before 
them. Watching the crucifixion on the stage and 
being forced to find it amusing by the details of 
these plays makes the audience bear some of the 
guilt for this death, a guilt of witnessing, and you 
end up with a much more nuanced understand
ing of responsibility. In The Passion o f the Christ, 
though, I don’t see the audience having to take on 
any guilt whatsoever.


I t sounds like you’re still interested in the problem 
o f the excluded “Other”— in this case the Arab 
and the Jew. Was it partly The Passion of the 
Christ that inspired your upcoming first-year 
seminar, Jesus Christ Superstar?


Yes, I’m planning to teach The Passion alongside 
several other narratives of the gospels, including 
some apocryphal gospels that were influential 
without ending up canonical. We’ll follow that 
up with medieval passion plays from several of 
the English towns that staged them, then look at 
Monty Python’s Life o f Brian, Jesus Christ Superstar 
(as a child of the 1970s, this still remains my 
reference point!), the film version of The Last 
Temptation o f Christ, and the Mel Gibson film.
I also taught an earlier class, called Writing and 
Rewriting the Trojan War. I wanted to talk about 
the devastation of war, particularly the effects of 
war on women, at a moment when the United 
States was going to war. We didn’t really talk 
about the war, but to me, the fact that we spent a 
semester thinking about these questions resonated 
with what I was reading and watching in the news, 
In all these ways— in teaching and research— I’ve 
been fascinated by the transformative promise of 
letting the distant past become truly significant in 
an understanding of our own present.


B eow ulf
c o n t in u e d  fro m  p a g e  2


buried in pagan splendour, had much 
reason to respect the pagan heritage 
of his people no matter how pious 
he was and no matter how deeply he 
venerated the Church and the priests, 
the monks, and the nuns who served 
it. Such a young (or old) aristocrat 
faced a deep cultural conflict since 
the dominant authorities in the Church 
in this period. . .  could not accept the 
claim that paganism was a legitimate 
mode of religious and cultural self- 
understanding. If paganism was 
legitimate, if pagans too could be 
saved, what was the point of Christian 
faith and Christian ascesis?


Tom argues that the Beowulf poet confronts this 
dilemma by constructing a society of virtuous 
pagan ancestors, whom he imagines as possess
ing an instinctive, non-doctrinaire monotheistic 
belief. This claim is bold because, as Tom


points out, it means taking seriously the possibility 
that the Beowulf-poet challenged the anti-pagan 
teaching of prominent Christian authorities in 
his own time. “There are other Old English 
and Anglo-Latin texts which reflect the tension 
between a natural respect for traditional Germanic 
culture and the radical and exclusive claims of 
Christian faith,” he writes, “but there are none 
which so clearly affirm the positive, admirable, 
spiritual dimension of Old Germanic culture as the 
Beowulf'poet does.”


If this argument is correct, Tom has given us a 
fresh way of seeing how a great poet staged the 
Western European encounter between pagan tra
dition and Christian ethics, a literary claim that 
has broad implications for our understanding of 
eighth-century English society. But if this level of 
appreciation leaves Buffy the Vampire Slayer too far 
behind, I want to conclude with one other high 
point of Tom’s class: the day he enacted the precise 
grip that, in his informed conjecture, Beowulf used 
to wrestle Grendel to his death. As J. R. R. Tolkien 
famously pointed out in his essay “The Monsters 
and the Critics,” the monsters are centrally there-— 
and so is the pleasure.


Concentric Circles
c o n t in u e d  fro m  p a g e  3


influence,” an antagonism between different 
authors or between translators and authors, 
that he doesn’t find in the strictly literary 
works of the medieval canon. When he first 
encountered the chronicles as a graduate stu
dent, this sense of debate and rivalry, but also 
community-building and even nation-build
ing, suggested to him that there was more at 
stake in the chronicles than patronage and 
propaganda. Even when the histories are ideo
logical (as in some sense they often sought to 
be) they are great accomplishments as texts.


Just as Andy seeks to challenge the assump
tions of literary genres by reading historical 
chronicles as literary works, his work and his 
courses on medieval drama have pushed the 
boundaries of what can be read as drama. 
“What can’t be read as drama?” he asks, 
pointing out that liturgy and song cycles and 
poetry can all be seen as drama when they are 
performed or recited aloud. As an example of 
how he puts this observation into practice, he 
recalls the time he taught Piers Plowman as 
a drama and the class did a performance of 
the crucifixion scene from the poem. In his 
teaching Andy strives to create for his students 
the experience of “disconnected, simultane
ous, and interacting traditions,” rather than 
one central English literary tradition. In 
other words, medieval studies in English can 
look like comparative literature. Thus, in his 
undergraduate Chaucer course this fall, he will 
assign translations of French and Latin texts


Andy Galloway and son Aidan.


that are relevant for Chaucer and his world.
And although it is still hard to acquire the 
necessary texts for a course on medieval 
historical writing, the recent appearance of 
affordable paperback editions of non-canoni- 
cal medieval texts have made new innovations 
possible.


For Andy Galloway, medieval studies is a 
space of discovery and possibility. When 
he talks about archival research, something 
that the uninformed might assume to be dry 
and dusty, he describes the great pleasure 
of encountering the strange and surprising 
specificity of medieval artifacts. He observes, 
“Every single time you order up a manuscript 
[to examine in an archive] you discover some
thing new.” This responsiveness to the unex
pected and unfamiliar is something he brings 
to his reading, teaching, and writing as well. 
“There are many undiscovered countries in 
medieval literature,” he explains. Not the least 
of his numerous accomplishments is that he 
inspires others to want to discover them.







STEPHEN PA R R ISH
The Editor as Man o f Letters


On March 19, 2004, the Yeats Society o f New 
York sponsored “An Evening with Stephen Maxfield 
Parrish,” on the occasion o f his receiving the Society’s 
M.L. Rosenthal Award. The award recognized 
Steve’s role as general editor o f the Cornell Yeats, the 
definitive edition o f the poet’s poems and plays, which 
now runs to seventeen volumes with some seventeen 
more projected. The Yeats edition follows the Cornell 
Wordsworth, which began publication in 1975 
and will come to a pause later this year with The 
Excursion, its twenty-first volume. This magisterial 
series, containing both photocopies and transcriptions, 
has become a landmark o f modern scholarship.


But Steve’s work as editor represents only one phase or 
“role" in a career that has ranged between the appar
ent extremes o f humanist and computer person. He is, 
o f course, a distinguished critic, author o/The Art of 
the Lyrical Ballads (1973) and numerous essays on 
Romanticism and other subjects; he has also overseen 
publication o f some 20 computer-generated concor
dances, mostly o f poets but also including two five- 
volume concordances o f the works o f Freud in English 
and German. A t present, some 60 volumes have been 
published under his general editorship. Nor has retire
ment slowed down the pace o f his output. Yet another 
identity— wartime cryptographer— is mentioned in 
the following reminiscences, which range from not-so- 
trivial editorial “trivia ” to philosophical speculations 
on authorial personality and intention and on the act 
o f interpretation itself.


When I left graduate school to come to 
Cornell, I was an Americanist. But before I 
got here I was dr?wn 


into partnership 
one of my mento 
at Harvard, who 
invited me to co- 
a little book, Kea 
and the Bostoniar,
Clearly that was 
an opportu
nity one turns 
down, so I 
consented, 
and in due 
course the 
book appeared


from Harvard University Press, identifying one 
editor as Professor Hyder Rollins, the distin
guished editor of Keats’s letters, and the other edi
tor as a Lieutenant Commander in the U.S. Navy 
(I had been recalled to duty for the Korean War). 
The “Keats” in the title flagged me as a Romantic, 
so that when I was hired by Cornell after that war, 
I was immediately given the basic Romantic course 
to teach— a course centered on Wordsworth.


Naturally, these events obliged me to set myself 
a fast catch-up course on Wordsworth, which led 
me to an extraordinary collection at Cornell— the 
entire Wordsworth family archive at Dove Cottage 
on film. I cannot resist telling how this archive of 
films happened to find itself at Cornell. During 
the height of the Cold War, Helen Darbishire, 
co-editor of the Oxford Wordsworth, became 
convinced that should hostilities begin, Grasmere, 
where everybody knew the Wordsworth treasures 
rest, would be a primary target for Russian nuclear 
attack, and she resolved to deposit copies in a safe 
location. Having had the entire archive filmed, 
she drew out a map of Canada, and put her fin
ger down right in the middle; it hit Winnipeg, 
and the films were duly deposited in a Winnipeg 
bank vault. But Cornell’s golden-tongued librar
ian, George Healey, successfully persuaded Miss 
Darbishire that the cause of civilization would be 
much better served if the film archive could be 
deposited in a university, where it could be given 
professional care, made available to scholars and 
the like, and he made it clear that Ithaca, in the 
remote Finger Lakes of upstate New York, was 
just as secure a place as Winnipeg. (What Healey 
refrained from telling her is that Ithaca is 40 miles 
south of the major east-coast nuclear depot, and 
that nuclear control headquarters for the entire 
eastern U.S. is 50 miles away.)


The Cornell Editions


When I began to inspect the films, it became 
clear to me that the standard Oxford edition of 
Wordsworth had been based on the wrong texts, 
and that a complete new edition had to be under
taken. At about the same time, this extraordinary 
situation had been recognized and analyzed by 
Jonathan Wordsworth at Oxford, and his authori


tative pronouncement on it rang loud and clear: 
“Most great poets are represented by the best 
version of their works; Wordsworth is almost 
exclusively represented by his worst.” It became 
clear to me that there were two Wordsworths: the 
young Romantic Revolutionary, who wrote the 
most memorable verse, and the aging Tory human
ist, the Victorian Wordsworth, whom the world 
has known today. The aging Wordsworth rewrote 
endlessly, burying some of his best work beneath 
masses of revision, and even leaving a lot of it in 
manuscript, including The Prelude (published after 
his death), which we now recognize as his great
est achievement. On the superiority of the Early 
Wordsworth, by the way, it is easy to find support
ing opinions from such authorities as Coleridge 
and Yeats. Coleridge pronounced “The Ruined 
Cottage” (which remained buried in manuscript 
until less than 50 years ago) to be “the finest Poem 
[of similar length] in our Language,” by implica
tion dismissing the rest of The Excursion, in which 
the poem was embedded in 1814. Later he cutting
ly attacked the sort of inflated diction Wordsworth 
was adopting for his translation of Virgil: “What 
would you have said at Allfoxden or in Grasmere 
cabin to giving vain scope to trembling hopes in a 
bosom?.”


Anyway, I undertook to plan and launch a wholly 
new edition of a major poet, featuring not the 
final lifetime versions of the poems, but the earlier 
manuscript versions that underlay those printed 
versions. This design made it possible for the 
reader to follow the growth of a poem by tracing it 
from its origins, and most important, to study the 
poet at work.


As the volumes of the Wordsworth edition pro
gressed, it began to attract attention, and one of 
my Cornell colleagues, Phil Marcus, a distin
guished Yeatsian, expressed a desire to inaugurate 
a Yeats edition modeled on the Wordsworth. He 
formed a committee and the edition was launched 
with the help of a modest grant from a publication 
fund at Cornell.


As I assessed my new responsibility and my new 
challenges, I decided the first thing was to find 
out if there were, say, two Yeatses, like the two 
Wordsworths. How simple it would have been,


had I been able to find 
em! But the more 
searched, the more 
atses I discovered, or 
I thought, and the 


jre confused I felt. At 
; outset, we discovered 
ier hands than Yeats’s 


on the manuscripts, 
running right over 
and behind the 
poet’s— on the 
earliest manuscripts 
Lady Gregory 
seemed almost to
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[NLI 13,587 (1), 2*]


1 All w ill h a w  flow n to
2 A ll
3 Upon what stream  or pool
4 Shall they in beauty swim , when 1 com e here som e day
5 T o find them  flown away


The Wild Swans at Coole


[TjThey arc but im ages on water 
W hy should my heart be young 
1 turn aw ay from the wat 


Why do  I turn from the water.
As though m y heart w ere wrung 


A t- how  thosa


T o  look
Lookin g  upon those brilliant creatures 


always
I A d -tu m , when 1 was young
A s  4h«y s am e sw inging by (g-clarooured o


W hen they cam e sw inging by o r clam oured over head 
1 had a lighter tread.


U nw earied still —  lover by lover


A manuscript page and transcription 
from an early draft of Yeats's "The Wild 
Swans at Coole" (The Wild Swans at Coole: 
Manuscript Materials, ed. Stephen Parrish, 
Cornell University Press, 1994).


In the final printed version, the poem ends 
with these words: "But now they drift on 
the still water,/Mysterious, beautiful;/ 
Among what rushes will they build,/By 
what lake's edge or pool/Delight men's eyes 
when I awake some day/To find they have 
flown away?" But in the earliest printed 
edition, the famous conclusion appeared as 
the third stanza. Steve says of the change: 
"With this transposition, the other stanzas, 
all declarations, close flatly or with a drop, 
while the new final stanza lifts the swans 
into flight with a guestion and leaves the 
reader with a haunting uncertainty about 
the meaning of 'awake.' It is hard to think of 
a more teasing revelation of the importance 
of tracing Yeats's revisions, through 
manuscript drafts and into print."
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which


deserve a typeface 
of her own. We had, 
to be sure, found 
a similar situation 
on the Wordsworth 
manuscripts, many 
of which were in 
the hands of the 
three women in his 
life (his wife Mary, 
sister Dorothy, and 
daughter Dora).
But there was no 
automatic writing 
in the Wordsworth 
archive, no sugges
tion of supernatural 
voices or the like.
The situation with 
Yeats was point
edly summed up by 
Laura O ’Conner in a 
summary remark about Irish tradition 
she finds “constitutively collaborative, com
munal, and largely anonymous.”


"Textual Eth ics":
Breaking the Code


The design of the Cornell Wordsworth gen
erated many controversies. Lifting early dis
carded versions into prominence and reduc
ing the final text to entries in an apparatus 
criticus have stirred vigorous opposition, 
much of it focused on Parrish as a Textual 
Primitivist. It became clear that some schol- * 
ars feel that they have the right to look at a 
poet’s discarded drafts, but not to put them 
into print so that other people could look 
at them, for that would violate the wishes o f 
the dead poet. As a response I have learned 
to accuse my accusers of Textual Whiggery, a 
phrase I picked up from a brilliant little book 
published by Herbert Butterfield called The 
Whig Interpretation o f History. Butterfield 
describes Whig historians as looking back 
over human events and finding them all 
moving in an ordered, coherent pattern by a 
process of “unfolding logic” toward comple
tion of a great design. The Whig scholar, like 
the Whig historian, would follow the evolu
tion of a poem as it approaches completion 
and look upon rejected drafts, discarded ver
sions, as false starts, misjudgments, or lapses 
of taste on the part of the poet, all happily 
rectified as the work reaches final form— the 
form that represents the poet’s final intention, 
and prevails over all previous partial or devi
ant fotms.


Now you will recognize that the trouble with 
this formulation lies in the fact, well known 
by teachers of writing, that language is prior 
to thought, not the other way around, so that


early versions have great 
value as revealing the 
poet’s shifting intentions; 
revealing, that is, the 
poet’s struggle to define 
or redefine and perhaps 
even to comprehend his 
own purposes. Against 
the Whig interpretation 
of a literary text, then, I 
would plead the autonomy 
and the validity of each 
steady state of the text as 
it changes in confused, 
unpredictable ways, 
through patterns, which 
the author may never have foreseen, let alone 
“intended.”


One cannot, by the way, speak of Textual 
Ethics without mentioning the scholar 
Fredson Bowers. In Bowers’ case, at least, I 
think I can identify the source of his fixed 
convictions about copy-text, authorial inten
tion, and the other principles that have slowly 
been eroded in our generation. For four years 
Bowers and I were locked up together, with 
a number of other interesting and eccentric 
characters, most now dead, breaking the 
Japanese naval code. The British have long 
since spread out the story of Bletchly Park, 
where the German Enigma machine was 
broken, but we Americans, a more reticent 
people, have kept the seal on Mount Vernon 
Seminary (since re-named), where our war
time work once was. W hat we dealt with 
there was an enciphered code which had 
three levels of text: on the surface, sent over 
the air in five-digit groups was cipher text; 
what was enciphered by the use of tables of 
additives was code text; beneath the code 
text, drawn out of a code book, was plain 
text, containing the sender’s message and


continued on page 8
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embodying the sender’s intention. The plain text, 
for Bowers and the rest of us, took on powerful 
authority, rendering the other texts that got mixed 
in over it false and misleading, to be penetrated, 
deciphered, decoded, and discarded.


Now as I look back on these distant events, half a 
century ago, I can take a view of them that Bowers 
would have considered subversive. The point now 
seems clear that since all three texts were embod
ied in the cipher text, the author’s meaning lay in 
that text; it simply needed to be found there, and 
drawn out, or teased out, as the cipher text was 
first deciphered, then decoded— in short, decon
structed. Bowers and I and the others were the ear
liest deconstructionists— proto-deconstructionists, 
crypto-deconstructionists!


The Computer Concordances


“Yeats on an IBM machine,” cried a humanist 
friend of mine on a postcard, so that my depart
mental colleagues could share his outrage. “You 
commit greater ironies than you discover.” To a 
certain kind of sensibility poetry and electronics 
seem incompatible, and to put lines of verse into a 
computer seems grotesque— something like putting 
neckties into a Waring blender. It would, I imag
ine, be painful to this sort of sensibility to watch 
a book of poems being manufactured— the messy 
inks, coarse rolls of paper, heavy, laboring presses, 
the sweaty, brutish printers. The same sort of pain 
and disquiet must have been felt by people who 
thought of poetry in terms of illuminated letters 
on parchment, when they watched the arrival of 
Gutenberg with his clumsy blocks of movable type.


These widely-held humanist misgivings about 
technology are what help to make my identity 
crisis seem, from time to time, acute. I am, of 
course, neither a computer man, nor a lexicographer 
(disarmingly defined by Samuel Johnson in his 
own great dictionary as a “harmless drudge”), but a 
critic of literature. Yet there are a number of ways a 
humanist, and specifically a critic of literature, can 
use any concordance. I’ll give some examples from 
our work on Yeats and Freud.


A concordance is in the first instance and funda
mentally a finding-list. It makes it possible to locate 
everything a writer said about a given topic— love, 
fate, God, guilt, or Jung— hence to make categorical 
statements which would otherwise be impossible, 
statements on the order of “Freud never used the 
term guilt before 1900" or “Freud always talked of 
Rank in terms of approval.” (I don’t think, by the 
way, that either of these statements is true.)


Before doing the Yeats concordance, I was able to 
offer a naive version of Yeats’s world of symbols: 
his landscape world of images was something like 
a forest of trees (each with a mask hanging on the 
trunk), their branches alive with birds. The birds 
that beat, wheel, cry, hover, and keen through his 
poems in fact warble outrageously through all


English poetry, seeming in some way to express the 
national genius. I resolved to make a full inven
tory of this Irish poet’s birds, and the inventory 
overwhelmed the mind. I counted eight hawks, 21 
owls, six bats, two kites, six falcons, 15 eagles, eight 
ospreys, and five kingfishers— all birds of prey—as 
well as two robins, two partridges, two gannets, 
nine swallows, three water-hens, two water-fowls, 
four moor-hens, two peahens, three moorfowl, ten 
herons, 12 curlews, three bitterns, six gulls, two 
seagulls, one sea-mew, ten doves, one ringdove, four 
pigeons, one crane, two nightingales, five sparrows, 
four parrots, two crows, 11 cocks, four hens, 13 pea
cocks, one daw, two rooks, one stare, one nightjar, 
two lapwings, one jay, one cormorant, one grouse, 
two ducks, 16 swans, six ravens, two woodpeck
ers, three flamingos, four linnets, two snipes, four 
peewits, eight geese, one barnacle-goose, one tur
key, and six cuckoos— not to speak of the halcyon 
(three), the phoenix (eight), or the bird that Grecian 
goldsmiths make. The symbolic importance of these 
birds has long been recognized by critics, but I won
der whether (save for the rough beast that slouches 
toward Bethlehem) the animals that thickly popu
late the landscape of his poems have aroused the 
interest they deserve. As the concordance reveals, 
animals of every sort—wild and domestic, large and 
small, four-legged and aquatic— throng the poems, 
giving new force to Yeats’s complaint of desertion 
at the waning of his inventive power: “I must be 
satisfied with my heart, although/ Winter and 
summer till old age began/ My circus animals 
were all on show.”


The concordance offers another advantage simply 
in its listing of frequencies. The higher range of 
frequencies tend to tell us things we have already 
learned if we have read attentively. For example, 
it will not surprise anyone to know that “dream” 
is an exceptionally high-frequency word in Freud, 
and that he used “father” a lot more than “mother.” 
(On the other hand, the highest-frequency adjec
tive in Yeats’s vocabulary, to the surprise of hard
ened Yeatsians, turned out to be the word “old.”)
In general, words in the middle and lower ranges 
of frequency are the most useful for the literary 
critic—and here I turn to metaphor.


Freud's Female Mind


A concordance makes possible the systematic study 
and analysis of metaphor, for in it one can look 
up all the various synonymous terms that can be 
used to build or develop the basic metaphor. The 
critic of literature needs to be sensitive to metaphor 
not just because it is “artistic” or decorative, but 
because it is informative: a metaphor communi
cates meaning, generally above or behind the level 
of literal statement.


1 once pulled together Yeats’s metaphors of the mind 
by the simple device of printing out all occurrences 
of the lowly word “o f ’ in his verse, with contexts. I 
had become aware that he liked to link what we call
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tenor and vehicle— that is, the two things being 
compared in a metaphor—with the word “of”: the 
wick of youth, the waters of sleep, the horses of 
disaster, the foul rag and bone shop of the heart, 
this “pragmatical preposterous pig of a world.” With 
a writer like Freud, our interest shifts a little, from 
the metaphor that reveals a particular predilection, 
to the metaphor that gives meaning to an abstract 
concept or an experience. In particular, to grasp 
and assess his abstract ideas you have to examine 
his metaphors, for metaphors are what bridge the 
gap that separates one thinking mind from another. 
Reading back, you start with the metaphor and 
draw inferences about the abstraction behind it. An 
analogy presents itself, once again, from cryptogra
phy—you start with enciphered text and endeavor 
to recover the plain-text meaning behind.


It is hard to think of any concept more fundamental 
to Freud than the concept of the mind. As a physi
ologist and anatomist, it was natural for Freud to 
think of mapping the mind, providing something 
like a topographical diagram, with the Id at the 
bottom, and the Super-ego at the top and the Ego 
somewhere in the middle, occupying a buffer zone. 
The mind as a physical place is thus one of the pre
dominant images in Freud, and there are clearly two 
distinct kinds of place that took precedence in his 
imagination.


The first kind of place was a territory, a landscape. 
Its shape altered from essay to essay, but one of its 
recurrent features was the presence of water under 
pressure or in motion. This image may possibly 
have grown out of a parent image, that of electric 
current passing through a conductor, though I 
think it might well have been the other way around. 
At any rate, the metaphor has some meaningful 
implications. Reclaiming territory for the Ego is, we 
remember, a matter of draining marshy ground, the 
swamp that makes up the Id.


The second persistent image of the mind in Freud 
is, of course, the image of a structure. This may 
look at times like an outdoor structure, perhaps 
built on a landscape, perhaps delineated by walls


continued on page 10







ROBERT THO M AS FARRELL
November 16, 1938-July 31, 2003


The following remarks by his fr ie n d  and  col
league Pete Wetherbee were delivered a t Bob 
Farrell’s memorial service in Sage Chapel.


ob Farrell was an amazing man, somebody 
his friends have always found themselves 


talking about, marveling at, cherishing. After 
35 years as a colleague and friend I am still 
trying to take in all that Bob was and meant 
to me.


I remember our first meeting vividly. It was 
my second day in Ithaca, Bob’s first, in the 
summer of 1967. I crept into the department 
office, still very much in awe of my surround
ings, and was introduced to a very large, 
imposing man in a three-piece suit, who spoke 
flawless Oxford English. He was at work, I 
learned, on an edition of an Anglo-Saxon text, 
commissioned by the editors of a very presti
gious series. He seemed utterly sure of himself, 
and much older than his actual age of ̂ 8, and 
left me feeling as if I were perhaps 12.


It is a summer evening a few years later. The 
same imposing figure, in the same three-piece 
suit, stands in the middle of West Buffalo 
Street, shouting instructions to a slighter, 
more anxious figure in work clothes (your 
humble servant) who is on an aluminum lad
der, ascending the roof of the recently vacated 
home of Kentucky Fried Chicken. Our objec
tive was a magnificent weather vane, which 
had been left behind. It was in the shape of 
Colonel Sanders in white linen suit, indicat
ing with his cane the direction of the wind.
We planned to display this trophy for a few 
days on the lawns of selected friends, then 
donate it to the American folklore collection 
in Cooperstown. But alas, the ladder was too 
short.


Both of these people were Bob Farrell, and 
he, with his Gatsby-like sense of possibility, 
effortlessly became both of them. For Bob, 
to take up a role or an activity was to realize 
its essence. It was the secret of his best teach
ing: “He speaks like Chaucer!” his students 
wrote, “He is Chaucer!” “He not only taught 
us Anglo-Saxon, he immersed us in it,” with


powerful recitations of the great poems, 
Anglo-Saxon feasts, slides which enabled him 
to dwell in loving detail on the wonders of 
Anglo-Saxon jewelry and stone work. And the 
same imaginative energy informed his scholar
ship.


Much of Bob’s scholarly work is largely 
unknown in America, grounded as it was 
in on-site work in Britain, Ireland, and 
Scandinavia. He was an instrumental orga
nizer and networker, perhaps most of all as 
leader of extensive and significantly innova
tive underwater projects in Ireland. His work 
is held in very high esteem among European 
archeologists, and I was very glad to learn 
recently that a volume of studies in his honor 
(which will now have to be a memorial vol
ume) is in progress.


The same genius for innovation informed 
his work as an administrator, which centered 
on the teaching of writing. Bob was the first 
person I ever heard mention word-processors, 
years before I actually saw one. His insight 
into what these machines might accomplish 
pedagogically grew into an interest in the 
teaching of writing generally, and eventually 
led to his laying the foundations of what is 
now one of the best undergraduate writing 
programs in the country. Like many people,
I learned a good deal of what I know about 
teaching writing from my involvement with 
the summer institutes Bob organized and ran.


But enough of pious chronicling. What 
I would rather revel in is the memory of 
Bob’s generosity. Most of us have known the 
unstinting bounty of his hospitality, his love 
of feasting in all its aspects, and all the care 
and energy he put into providing feasts for his 
friends and his students. That same generos
ity went out to family— his aunts, uncles, 
cousins, his brother and his family— a number 
of whom went through hard times. Bob was 
always available to them, had rich, often hilar
ious, redeeming memories of them, and gave 
them the kind of warmth that he himself had 
not known after his mother’s death.


Students knew Bob’s generosity in many 
ways— class parties, of course, and countless 
informal sessions of noshing and conversa
tion in his wonderfully open office, but also 
mentoring of a special kind. Some of Bob’s 
closest relationships were with students whom 
he saw to be lonely, isolated, adrift in the sea 
of Cornell. They would become family, free 
to make Bob’s house theirs, and to social
ize on an equal footing with his friends and 
colleagues. Several times, too, I have been 
jolted to attention by Bob and found myself 
helping him deal with students who had been 
lured into deep water by drugs, alcohol, or 
emotional problems, but whose problems 
somehow seemed to be the official responsibil
ity of no college office. I know at least two 
students whose lives would have been per
manently damaged if Bob’s compassion had 
not extended itself to them. He never forgot 
his own early exposure to loneliness, poverty, 
and family alcoholism, and his own chronic 
physical disabilities. The same courage that 
permitted him to overcome these things, and 
to preserve his sense of humor right up to the 
end, also enabled him to sense and respond 
to other people’s trouble with an unflinching 
directness and sympathy such as I have seen in 
very few people.


And Bob did preserve his sense of humor, with 
magnificent courage in the face of constant 
pain, right to the end. From the enormous 
reclining chair in which he spent his last 
weeks— a chair-and-a-half, he observed, was 
the proper throne for a man with an arse-and- 
a-half—he continued to entertain, keep in 
touch with people he loved, cherish the loving 
care of his wonderful wife Shari. I am sad and 
happy both as I think about those last days, 
but most of all happy to have shared in them.


And now I can only think again, as I have a 
hundred times over the last few months, of 
Dr. Johnson’s great expression of loving inad
equacy: “Inimitable Falstaff,” he asked, “how 
shall I describe thee?” And so it is for me with 
the memory of Bob.







NEW FACULTY


Members
Eric Cheyfitz came to Cornell last fall on a joint appointment to the English 
Department, the American Indian Program, the American Studies Program, and 


the Law School. He received his graduate degrees from 
the Johns Hopkins University, and was the Clara M. 
Clendenen Term Professor of English at the University 
of Pennsylvania. In July 2004 Eric was elected Ernest 
I. White Professor of American Studies and Humane 
Letters at Cornell. He is the author of two books, The 
Poetics o f Imperialism: Translation and Colonization from 
“The Tempest" to “Tarzan" and The Trans-Parent: Sexual 
Politics in the Language o f Emerson, in addition to a 
number of articles that address American literature, cul
ture, politics, and law. Eric is currently finishing work 
on The Columbia History o f American Indian Literatures 
o f the United States, 1945-2000, and serves as a guest 


columnist for Indian Country Today, the leading Native news source in the U.S. 
This fall he will offer courses on early American literatures and contemporary 
U.S. American Indian fiction and in the spring, a seminar on law and literature. 
He will also be administrator of the Mays-Mellon Minority Fellowship Program.


Rayna Kalas joined the department last fall as an assistant professor of English. 
She graduated from the University of Chicago in 1990 and received her Ph.D. 
from the University of Pennsylvania in 2000. Before coming to Cornell, she 
taught at Portland State University in Oregon. Her area of expertise is the poetry 
and prose of the Renaissance, with a special emphasis 
on "poesy" as both imaginative and material craft.
Her teaching has included classes on Milton, on sat
ire and utopia, on dialectic in literature and philoso
phy, and on Renaissance verse and drama. Assisted 
by a fellowship from the NEH, she spent a year at 
the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, D.C., 
where she conducted research for a book titled Frame,
Glass, and Verse: The Technology o f Poetic Invention.
This book studies the integration of technical and 
figurative invention in early modern English writ
ing by reading specific poetic images in concert 
with material innovations in frames and glass. This
spring, Rayna taught an honors seminar on Shakespearean tragicomedy, a course 
that reflects a more recent set of interests. Her new project will focus on non- 
dramatic texts that used the genre of tragicomedy to measure writing and intel
lectual service against other newly mobile forms of labor in England and in the 
American colonies.
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and barriers, but more commonly a dwell
ing, a house, with portals, rooms, thresh
olds, and passages. Forces that arise in the 
mind—libidinal forces, for example— are 
obliged to pass through this structure, 
or to attempt a passage, being frequently 
blocked or diverted at one portal or 
another, or sometimes (obeying the laws 
of fluid mechanics) spilling over a thresh
old or flowing down diversionary chan
nels. Every attentive reader of Freud will 
have become aware of these two dominant 
images of the mind. I would suppose, too, 
that readers will have observed that these 
images are classed by Freud as female 
symbols.


I do not know whether we shall be able to 
judge whether these metaphors were used 
consciously or whether unconsciously, 
fascinating as that would be. What I do 
know is that the concordances provide us 
with a chance to trace these, and other 
symbols, systematically, to make defini
tive and categorical statements about 
them, and hence to reach a deeper under
standing of the mind that fashioned them. 
Those results should be of interest to 
humanist and analyst alike.


Joel Porte agrees with Norman Podhoretz that “one of the 
longest journeys in the world is the one from Brooklyn to 
Manhattan.” At a young age, though, he seemed to intuit that 
his skill and pleasure in the nuances of language would be his 
ticket out of Brooklyn. An early interest in ham radio and a facil
ity for Morse code led him to study electrical engineering at the 
Brooklyn Technical School and later CCNY, but he eventually 
realized that it was language and communication, rather than 
technology, that had drawn him to radio. As a result he changed 
his major to English and classics and began to study French, 
Latin, Greek, and Italian. Because CCNY did not charge tuition 
at the time, Joel was able to live on his own in Manhattan, where 
he rented a cold water flat heated by a kerosene stove for $14.95 a 
month.


After graduating from CCNY, he went on to spend 30 years at 
Harvard, first as a graduate student, then as instructor, profes
sor, and eventually chair of the English Department. Life as an 
academic was wholly different from life as a graduate student.
He attended evening seminars held at his adviser Perry Miller’s 
house that functioned like a “men’s club,” since Miller wouldn’t 
permit women to join his seminars because he wanted to be free 
to “drink and curse” at the meetings. He reports that he felt 
“wealthy” with his $2,500 first-year graduate fellowship. On a 
$1,000 summer travel grant, he and his friends were able to travel 
lavishly all over Europe. Literary highlights of their Grand Tour 
included running with the bulls at Pamplona and having tea with 
Ezra Pound at his daughter’s castle in Italy.


After joining the Cornell faculty in 1987, Joel taught courses on 
the American Renaissance, American modernism, the Harlem 
Renaissance, American literature between the wars, and Jewish- 
American writing. He also taught a seminar in the Society for the 
Humanities on “cereal boxes” (it was officially titled The Culture 
of Prepared Food). The course explored the connections between 
food and religion, politics, health, sexuality, advertising, and 
aesthetics. He developed a popular lecture with slides based on 
the readings from this course, which he delivered all around the 
country.


Joel Porte is the author of Representative Man, a study of Emerson. 
He has also collaborated on two books on Emerson with his for
mer student Saundra Morris, a Cornell Ph.D. currently teaching 
at Bucknell University. The latter was chosen as a text for the 
French Agregation, or national exam. His most recent book is a 
collection of essays from Yale, entitled Consciousness and Culture: 
Emerson and Thoreau Reviewed.


Joel and his wife currently divide their time between Ithaca and a 
home in northern Vermont. His retirement will provide him with 
time to pursue his interests in electronics, classical music, and 
cooking, and he has hinted that his future projects may include 
an American literature cookbook with recipes from favorite fic
tions and writers.


Retiring


-Amber Baird-Baidinger ^
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James Eli Adams has edited the four-volume 
Encyclopedia o f the Victorian Era (Grolier, 2004).


Mary Pat Brady was awarded the 2003 MLA 
Prize for the Best Work of Latina and Latino, 
Chicano and Chicana Literary and Cultural 
Criticism for her book, Extinct Lands, Temporal 
Geographies: Chicana Literature and the Urgency o f 
Space (Duke University Press 2002).


Jonathan Culler has edited (with English gradu
ate student Kevin Lamb) a volume of essays titled 
Just Being Difficult? Academic Writing in the Public 
Arena (Stanford University Press, 2003). Jonathan 
has also edited (with Pheng Cheah) Grounds of 
Comparison: Around the Work o f Benedict Anderson 
(Routledge, 2003).


Hearing by Jael, Lydia Fakundiny’s second col
laborative novel with Joyce Elbrecht, is forthcom
ing from the University of Wisconsin’s Library of 
American Fiction series.


Alice Fulton’s Cascade Experiment: Selected Poems 
was published in May by W. W. Norton.


Andy Galloway has contributed the Latin trans
lations to Volumes 2 and 3 of Gower’s Confessio 
Amantis, new and forthcoming from Medieval 
Institute Publications.


Roger Gilbert has edited (with David Burak) 
Consider the Radiance: Essays on A. R. Ammons 
(forthcoming from W. W. Norton, 2005).


Wendy Jones’ Consensual Fictions: Women, 
Liberalism, and the English Novel is forthcoming 
from University of Toronto Press (2004).


Michael Koch has won the Cornell College of Arts 
and Sciences’ Robert A. and Donna B. Paul Award 
for Excellence in Advising for his outstanding work 
as an advisor and mentor of undergraduates.


Ken McClane and Alice Fulton were guest lectur
ers at President Jeffrey Lehman’s inauguration on 
October 16, 2003.


Maureen McCoy’s novel Junebug was published 
by Leapfrog Press in June 2004.


Dorothy Mermin was interviewed for MLA/ 
Public Radio on the subject of the Brownings’ love 
letters.


Satya Mohanty has introduced and co-translated 
(with R. S. Mishra, J. Nayak, and Paul St. Pierre) 
the major realist novel in Indian literature, Six 
Acres and a Third by Fakir Mohan Senapati (forth
coming from University of California Press).


Robert Morgan’s Brave Enemies: A Novel of 
the American Revolution was published in 2003 
by Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill. Bob’s The 
Strange Attractor: New and Selected Poems appeared 
in 2004 from Louisiana State University Press.


Timothy Murray’s Digital Intensities: Electronic 
Art, Baroque Vision, and Cultural Memory is forth
coming from the University of Minnesota Press.


Shirley Samuels has edited the Companion to 
American Fiction, 1780-1865 (forthcoming from 
Blackwell).


Dan Schwarz’s Reading the Modern British and 
Irish Novel: 1890-1950 is forthcoming from 
Blackwell.


Cushing Strout won the Heilbron Prize for excel
lence in book reviewing from the Sewanee Review.


Special Edition of Epoch  Focuses on A.R. Ammons


This Is Just a Place is a special, 450-page issue of Epoch magazine, edited by Roger 
Gilbert and devoted to the life and work of A. R. Ammons. The focus is on 
unpublished work: 30 new poems, 16 watercolors in a four-color portfolio, an essay 
on the defense of poetry, four children’s stories, and an early wartime diary. Poetry 
Magazine calls the issue “terrific . . .  a model of inventive, diligent, and scrupulous 
editing.”
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“While Archie liked to portray himself as a reclusive and even misanthropic fig
ure, many of these writings show him to be gregariously engaged with friends, 
colleagues, and students both at Cornell and in the literary world at large,” Roger 
writes in his introduction. Appropriately, the issue includes exchanges with friends 
and colleagues, a collaborative notebook, brief critical comments, and a final section 
of reminiscences of Ammons at Cornell. The collection constitutes a unique group 
portrait of both a poet and his intimate community— a poet whose distinctive voice 
echoes on the page and in the memory of his friends in ways that reflect what Roger


calls his central contradiction 
between “intensity and ordinari
ness.”


Roger received invaluable help 
from Michael Koch, the editor of 
Epoch, with whom he consulted 
on every detail, and from Heidi 
Marshner, who was responsible 
for the design. This Is Just a Place 
is available for $12.95. Send check 
or money order payable to Epoch 
Magazine, 251 Goldwin Smith, 
Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 
14853.


S e l f - P o r t r a i t  (1978), reproduced by 
courtesy of Em ily Herring Wilson.







FROM THE CHAIR


This newsletter gives us an annual opportunity 
not only to keep our alumni and friends aware of 
recent developments in the English Department at 
Cornell, but also to recommend new books from 
our faculty, which we are sure many of you will 
enjoy reading. We begin with Epoch magazine’s 
special issue devoted to the life and work of A. R. 
Ammons, entitled This is Just a Place, edited by 
Roger Gilbert (Guest Editor) with assistance from 
Michael Koch (Editor). This major book-length 
collection includes new poems, early writings, 
paintings, music, letters, and journal entries by 
Cornell’s beloved Archie Ammons, widely recog
nized as one of the major American poets of the 
twentieth century. Three other faculty members 
from Cornell’s Creative Writing Program have 
published books this year. Maureen McCoy’s 
Junebug, just published by Leapfrog Press, tells the 
story of a unique, tempestuous mother-daughter 
relationship. Robert Morgan’s new novel from 
Algonquin Books, Brave Enemies: A Novel o f the 
American Revolution, describes the struggles of 
a 16-year-old girl as she makes her way through 
revolutionary battlefields disguised as a man. And 
Alice Fulton has published a volume of selected 
poems with W. W. Norton entitled Cascade 
Experiment, which juxtaposes works from her five 
books of poetry.


Among our literary critics, as well, we’ve seen 
several exciting new studies from diverse perspec
tives. For those of you interested in American 
literature and culture, Joel Porte’s Consciousness 
and Culture: Emerson and Thoreau Reviewed and 
Shirley Samuel’s Facing America: Iconography and 
the Civil War provide fascinating perspectives on 
the American nineteenth century. Meanwhile, in 
a different century, Daniel Schwarz’s Broadway 
Boogie Woogie: Damon Runyon and the Making 
o f New York City Culture explores the colorful 
underworld characters created by the writer most 
responsible for documenting the gritty history of 
the city between 1910 and 1946. Biodun Jeyifo 
has published Wole Soyinka: Politics, Poetics and 
Postcolonialism, the seminal study of the dramatist 
Wole Soyinka, winner of the 1986 Nobel Prize in 
literature. Jonathan Culler has coedited two new 
books, Just Being Difficult? Academic Writing in the 
Public Arena and Grounds o f Comparison: Around 
the Work o f Benedict Anderson. And Katherine 
Gottschalk is the coauthor of The Elements of 
Teaching Writing: A Resource for Instructors in All 
Disciplines.


As you can see, our faculty has been much in the 
public eye this year. The wide variety of books 
that have come out just in the last few months 
gives some indication of the diversity of our 
department and its many different approaches to 
the teaching of English literature in the twenty- 
first century.


We believe our students find that rich range of 
approaches and materials a strong attraction. Last 
May we graduated the largest class of English 
majors in over a decade: 150 seniors picked up 
their diplomas at the English Department com
mencement celebration, 30 of those graduating


with honors in English. We have been excited and 
pleased to be teaching more majors each year, and 
we are seeking to meet this challenge by develop
ing a core “gateway” curriculum of introductory 
courses that will guide students into the major 
and toward the particular literary concentration 
that suits their interests. These gateway courses 
range widely as well, from the English Literary 
Tradition and the Introduction to American 
Literatures sequences to Introductions to World 
Literatures in English, Modern Poetry, Novels 
and Other Narratives, and Cultural Studies. We’re 
pleased that these gateway courses provide so 
many avenues by which students may develop the 
expertise to move toward their own areas of spe
cialization, in seminars like Gender, Memory, and 
History in U.S. Fiction, Sondheim and Musical 
Theatre, American Violence, Chaucer, Melville, or 
Imagining the Holocaust.


The challenge we face, in the Cornell English 
Department as well as in the humanities today, 
is precisely this stimulating task of mapping the 
many roads that our discipline has taken, and is 
taking, so that each student and scholar can find 
their own most productive direction and their best 
destination.


Best wishes,


Laura Brown


John Wendell Anderson Professor of English and 
Chair of the English Department
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Robert Morgan was born in Zirconia, in 
the mountains of western South Carolina, 
and came to Cornell as an assistant 
professor of English in 1971, moving, as 
he likes to put it, from one end of the 
Appalachians to the other. He has 
published nine volumes of poetry, 
including Green River: New and Selected  
Poems (1991), and a collection of essays 
and interviews. In 1989 he published his 
first collection of stories, The Long 
Valleys, which was followed by a second 
collection, The Mountains W on’t 
Rem em ber Us (1992); a triad of inter
locked novellas called The Hinterlands 
(1994); and most recently, The Truest 
Pleasure, a novel (1995). His story “The 
Balm of Gilead Tree,” which first appeared in Epoch magazine, has been selected for this year’s 0. Henry 
Awards (see page 6).


This body of work, all of it dealing with the land and people of the Carolina mountains, has put Morgan at 
the forefront of a small but distinguished group of American poet-novelists. In both prose and verse, he 
writes out of an acute sense of the surface, textures, pitted accidents, and events of the earth and the 
human communities it supports, and with a command of language that is both radiant and craftsmanlike. 
In verse and prose, his delineation of humble life often turns into moments of extraordinary clarity and 
emotional intensity.


This interview took place at Bob Morgan’s home outside of Ithaca in March 1997.


PAUL SAWYER


Mountain Time: 
An Interview with 
Robert Morgan


CORNELL
U N I V E R S I T Y


P aul Sawyer: How has your last book been 
received so far?


R obert M organ: It's the m ost successful 
book I've ever published in  term s of sales 
and reviews. I've received m ore letters from 
readers th a n  from  any other book, particu
larly w om en readers w ho seemed to  respond 
to  the narrator. But one of the  m ost gratify
ing th ings about The Truest Pleasure was the  
way it was received by m y family. I was a bit 
worried, because it's based to  som e ex ten t 
on  m y grandparents. I th in k  the  book 
m eant the  m ost to  the  people I grew up 
w ith; they 've had  a lo t of fun locating real 
people am ong th e  characters, finding out 
w ho is based on  w hom . One of the  th ings 
tha t's  surprised me is th a t some of w hat was 
m ade up seemed to  people the  truest. For 
exam ple, th e  controversy over th e  boundary  
lines was m ade up. Things like th a t h ap 
pened but n o t to  these people and n o t tha t


particular boundary  line. Once people read 
the book they  seemed to  rem em ber tha t 
particular controversy: "you've really got it 
right, tha t's  the  way it was."


W hat about readers and reviewers outside the 
region? Are you still being categorized as a 
"regional" writer?


Well certainly, it's unavoidable, since if you 
write out of a particular place, you spend a 
lo t of tim e getting the  language right, the 
voices right. But the  w ord has a new  
m eaning in our tim e. Twenty-five years ago 
if you called som ebody a regionalist, tha t 
was an im plicit criticism. I d o n 't th ink  this 
is true any more. I th in k  th a t in  our m ulti
cultural society, to  some ex ten t everybody is 
a regionalist, w riting about a particular 
group or place. In fact it seems to  be a


continued on page 2
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fashion—the  "new  tribal
ism " people are talking 
about. Every story has to  
take place somewhere. You 
can 't th in k  of a writer m ore 
regionalist th a n  Joyce, say; 
all of his fiction took place in  a single city.


college, bu t I always kept a certain  sym pa
thy, frightening as I found it at the  t i m e -  
speaking in  tongues.


Speaking o f  tongues: You've said elsewhere that 
you have always been suspicious o f the 
emphasis on American speech as a justification 
for a particular way o f  writing. Yet the language 
o f your fiction is very much in what would be 
described as American speech, as opposed to 
something more artificial or literary. Was that a 
long struggle for you?


So I never felt it was a negative label, the 
way it was back then , even though  I know 
the  history  of it. Robert Penn W arren, in  his 
essay, "Some D on'ts for Regionalists,” 
essentially says if th e  m ain excuse for 
w riting is th a t it portrays a region, probably 
it w on 't be very good, whereas if you use 
the place and  voices of a region to  tell a 
story, to  tell tru th s  th a t are universal, it can 
be an  advantage. One of the  th ings we 
enjoy about fiction is th a t it gives us the 
sense of learning about people and places 
we d o n ’t know a lo t about. There’s no th ing  
to  com pare w ith  th e  novel for giving us a 
sense of intim acy w ith  people, w ith  the 
weather, w ith the  m anners, the  speech—the 
vicarious sense of worlds th a t we would 
otherw ise never see.


The Truest Pleasure is told from the point o f 
view o f  a woman, and so is some o f  your earlier 
fiction as well. How did it come about that 
you've written so much from the point o f  view 
o f a woman?


Well, th a t was a surprise to  me. The break
th rough  was w riting the  novella The 
Mountains Won't Remember Us. M ost of my 
fiction had been in the  th ird  person or from 
th e  p o in t of view of a m ale character before 
that. Once I started w riting th a t story, it was 
like a revelation: th a t I could write from  the 
po in t of view of a w om an. It was also 
liberating. I had to  becom e som ebody else, I 
had to  work m uch harder, I had to  write 
better th an  I could. Learning to  write in  a 


d istinctive voice, 
speaking as som e
body very different 
from  myself, was 
one of the  m ost 
pleasing aspects of 
fiction w riting, and 
it's the place where 
you feel like you 're 
growing, in  w riting 
ou t of the po in t of 
view and perhaps 
the intelligence of 
som ebody else. It's 
in teresting  th a t the 
novel develops at 
alm ost exactly the 
tim e in  h istory th a t 
w om en started 
reading, were being 
taugh t to  read. Even 
today, for m ost of 
the  books th a t sell, 
w om en are the 
buyers. If you go out 
on  a book-reading 
tour, I w ould say 90 
percent of the


people w ho show  up at bookstores to  buy 
books are wom en.


Your work isn’t  feminist in any obvious political 
sense, yet your women characters are often 
stronger than the men they're married to.


I th in k  in  som e ways w om en are easier to  
write about th a n  m en; they  are m ore 
observant, they—at least in th e  rural 
w orld—are usually m ore articulate; they 
have a greater sym pathy for o ther people, 
they 're  m ore interested in relationships 
w ith  o ther people, m aking connections.
And tha t's  w hat fiction does. I th in k  there 
really is a connection  between the evolution 
of m odern fiction and  the readership and 
au thorsh ip  of w om en.


In your last novel, Tom and Gitiny, the husband 
and wife, are almost an exaggeration o f that 
distinction.


He's n o t a w ord person, he's very physical, 
works hard; his faith  is in himself. His 
confidence comes from  his physical 
presence, whereas his wife is a reader and  a 
talker, som ebody w ho is com fortable using 
language. She loves to  tell stories, and he is, 
to  say the  least, laconic; early in  the 
marriage, she doesn 't really know w hat he's 
th ink ing  because he's so hesitan t to  speak.
So a lot of the dram a com es out of this 
contrast. If they  could talk ou t their 
problem s, there w ou ldn 't be a story; i t ’s the 
very inarticulateness th a t makes it a 
dynam ic relationship  and finally a sad one. 
Tom grew up as an  o rphan  in  the period of 
Reconstruction . . . those were really hard  
tim es, and his sense of him self is as som e
body w ho's been strong, w ho steels him self 
in  adversity, com ing from a family w ithout 
land and  w ithou t m oney and  opportunity . 
He never w ent to  school; she is from  a more 
affluent family and also has confidence he 
does n o t have. So in th a t way they are 
opposites. A lot of the  sexual attraction  
between them  comes from  that.


One o f  their problems is his disdain for her 
religion, which is fervent and Pentecostal, even 
a form o f love. Does she speak for you in this 
respect?


I'm  very sym pathetic w ith her. I was raised, 
partly, in  the Pentecostal Church. Even 
though  I was frightened by the extrem e 
em otions in  the  services, it also appealed to 
me; it seemed in  som e ways a better kind of 
religion th a n  the  dour conservativism  of the 
Baptists. At least people got an em otional 
experience out of it. I always looked upon 
them  in awe, in fear and awe, and perhaps 
envy. I never w ent to  a church after I left for


Just because som ething is accurate, is 
realistic, doesn’t make it good poetry or 
fiction. You can have a page of dialogue th a t 
is perfectly realistic bu t w ou ldn 't be good 
fiction because it doesn 't tell a story, a 
character is n o t revealed by it. The language 
has got to  be interesting, has got to  be alive. 
W hat you 're shooting for is plausibility. 
There's no  such th ing  as a really accurate 
way of rendering how  som ebody speaks, 
and even if there were such a th ing , it 
w ould probably be very boring. So w hat you 
w ant to  work on  is a sense of plausible 
speech or voice, but also to  pu t in to  th a t the 
em otion, the ideas, the  passion the  story 
requires. It's a conjuring act. To get the 
reader pulled in to  th e  story, so he or she 
believes in  th e  character, you give the 
narrator the  in tensity  th a t you need, and 
you have quite a bit of license; the  only 
requirem ent is th a t the reader doesn 't stop 
and say, "I d o n 't believe a word of th is” and 
th row  it dow n. G ood writers can often 
begin a story that's  narrated  by som eone 
n o t educated in  very sim ple language, and 
as they  build  m ore tow ard the  epiphany, the 
language gets a lot m ore sophisticated.
T hat’s just a part of the  art of writing; you 
create the im pression th a t th is is just 
som eone speaking w ith  a certain  level of 
education. But w riting is all artifice; i t’s an 
illusion.


You're an unusual case o f  someone who started 
out as a poet and then turned to fiction. How 
did that change occur?


My earliest w riting was prim arily short 
fiction; I was in  engineering school, and  I 
took  creative w riting, and  the  best w riting I 
did there certainly was in  short fiction. It 
was only w hen I w ent to  Chapel Hill and 
got involved in  the  excitem ent about poetry 
in  the sixties th a t I got m ore and m ore into 
poetry. I'm  glad I did th a t because there was 
no  o ther way for m e to  learn to  write; I had 
so m uch to  learn about word choice, texture 
of language, rhy thm  and th a t sort of thing, 
and  I needed to  do it th rough  w riting 
poem s in  these short, concentrated  blocks 
of language th a t allowed me to  look at 
words under m agnification, as it were. Later, 
w hen I w ent back to  prose w riting, I had the  
advantage of having looked at language so 
closely and having listened to  it so closely 
th a t I w rote m uch better prose th an  I w ould 
have.


But you were already writing about people back 
then. The first time I saw your poems, I was 
amazed at how much o f a human civilization


continued on page 7
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W H A T  D O  U N IV E R S IT IE S  H A V E  T O  D O  W I T H  P R IS O N S ?


From Ivy Hall to 
Prison Walls
PAUL SAWYER


Last fall, Ben Olguin, a professor in  the 
English departm en t and  the  Latino Studies 
Program, in troduced English 696 ("W riting 
Resistance: U.S. M inority and  Third World 
Prisoner Discourses") in to  the  graduate 
curriculum . His catalogue description reads, 
in  part: "The reified Prison Industrial 
Com plex has always functioned as a de facto 
site of struggle w here power relations are 
contested from  w ith in  and w ithout, and in  
a variety of ways. This course proposes to  
critically exam ine the  growing body of 
cultural and political work generated by 
various prisoners and  the ir allies across tim e 
and  space." After a list of proposed authors, 
the  description ends tersely: "All students 
will be required to  conduct a special 
fieldwork pro ject.” This requirem ent m eant 
th a t the  graduate students—Ph.D. candi
dates in  Native American studies, African 
American literature, Latino studies, and 
o ther m inority  literatures—w ould be 
conducting  classes inside penal institu tions 
in upstate New York. The experience, in  the 
words of one participant, tu rned  ou t to  be 
"difficult, bu t w onderful, one of those life- 
changing things."


Two of the  institu tions were correctional 
facilities: the Lansing Residential Center, for 
girls, and the Louis Gossett School for Boys, 
next door. Student-teachers w orking in 
these centers selected poem s, stories, and 
m em oirs by people w ith  backgrounds like 
those of the  residents—m ost of them  inner- 
city youngsters of color—on the  subject of 
identity. The teachers th en  passed out 
notebooks for th e  residents to  record their 
responses. The youngsters responded w ith 
overw helm ing enthusiasm  to texts like The 
Autobiography o f  Malcolm X  and  April 
Sinclair's Coffee Will Make You Black. One 
teacher, Ken Stuckey, said, "We approached 
them  on  th e  prem ise of respect for them . 
They sensed there was no  condescension on 
our part, and  the  rapport we developed was 
stronger because of th a t."  "It becam e a 
process of self-identification and  em power
m ent," said Eliza Rodriquez y Gibson.
“Since we were giving them  w om en authors 
of color, people like them , they got the idea 
th a t literature included authors o ther than  
Shakespeare." "They were so hungry  for the 
literature we were doing, and to  have paper 
and  pencils to  write," said A nnette Portillo.
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W hat did th e  graduate students learn from 
th is project? The first feature th a t struck 
them  about th e  girls' center was its strict 
regim entation: th e  girls rose at five, walked 
in  single file, and  required perm ission to  
speak to  each o ther—except during the 
Friday afternoon courses and during d inner 
if the  Cornellians dined w ith  them . Resi
dents were also n o t perm itted  to  reveal their 
full nam es or to  discuss their past experi
ences—in order, theoretically, to  protect 
them . This m eant th a t the course, according 
to  A nnette Portillo, was ultim ately about
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voice—w hen and  how  to speak, as well as 
w hat could and could n o t be read. (The 
Lansing C enter is no t a prison: m any of the 
residents were "status offenders,” no t 
crim inals—youngsters who, for example, 
had run away from  hom e but had no t 
com m itted  crimes.) Even m ore striking was 
the  fact th a t the  boys at th e  Gossett center 
were n o t regim ented in  th is way. "They 
could say w hatever they w anted, whereas at 
the  girl's facility, we had guards standing 
over us all the  tim e," A nnette rem em bered. 
"The difference betw een th e  two facilities 
interestingly reflected the  differences in  the 
socialization of boys and girls in  society at 
large."


To study and  theorize such issues as voice, 
gender, and  regim entation  is to  do a form  of 
"cultural studies"—a way of studying 
culture and its institu tions using the 
techniques of in te rp re tation  traditional to  
literature (and other) departm ents. Eliza and 
her fellow student, Cherene Sherrard, wrote 
the ir term  paper together on  the  subject of 
braiding hair. W hen the residents rise at five 
o ’clock, the  w hite girls can com b the ir hair 
in  the  few m inutes ' tim e they  have, bu t the 
schedule leaves no  tim e for the  black girls to  
braid. Braiding for black girls can therefore 
be read as a "signifying practice”—"one of 
the small resistances," as Cherene puts it, 
" th a t helped preserve their identity  under 
oppressive conditions."


The th ird  location  for fieldwork was the 
m axim um  security prison in  Auburn, New 
York, w here Sean Teuton, w ho is Cherokee, 
and  Vera Palmer, w ho is Tuscarora, worked 
w ith  native American prisoners. According 
to  Sean, prisons are for these inm ates 
"ano ther stage of colonialism . C ontain ing  
indigenous peoples, w hether in  prisons or 
on  reservations, is basically the  same 
situation ." These inm ates also responded to 
readings by  using notebooks—for example, 
recently Sean and Vera taugh t "Address to  
W hites," an early n ine teen th -cen tu ry  plea 
by a native American leader, and  had the 
inm ates com pose the ir ow n "Address to 
W hites." But the  range of responses also 
included drawing, song, dance, and 
beadwork. The class, w hich still continues, 
has therefore expanded beyond a course in


reading to  a course in  the  preservation of 
native traditions. "If we can m eet and 
em brace native American culture, it will 
help them  survive prison," Sean said. The 
work continues outside the walls as well. In 
April, Vera presented a paper to  an in te rna
tional conference on  indigenous peoples in 
Nebraska.


Cornell U niversity does n o t sim ply sit "far 
above Cayuga's waters"; it rests on  Cayuga 
land. Vera and  Sean's next goal—to involve 
undergraduates from  Akwe:kon, the  Cornell 
association for native Americans, in  the 
work at Auburn—symbolizes th e  fundam en
tal challenge English 696 poses to  trad i
tional ideas of separation: the  separation of 
the  privileged from  th e  incarcerated, of the 
disinterested pursu it of knowledge from 
practical politics, of the university from  the 
world "outside." W ithin  the  academy, the 
course exemplifies the intellectual revolu
tion  by w hich April Sinclair can be as m uch 
a part of "English" as Shakespeare, and  the 
braiding of black hair as appropriate an 
object of study as m etrics and  elegies. All 
the  students w ho spoke for th is article have 
chosen to  make the  experience of English 
696 a perm anen t part of the ir m oral and 
in tellectual lives. "In our society, crim e and 
pun ishm ent stand in potential contrast to  
education; we're taking m oney from one to 
use on the other," said Ken Stuckey. "It felt 
exciting to  make education m ore accessible 
to  people in  prison. And it felt im portan t to  
make people in positions of privilege and 
power be aware of the ram ifications of their 
access to  power and o ther people's lack of 
power." "We faced all the  problem s th a t 
accom pany th ink ing  about academics as 
activists," said C herene Sherrard. For Vera,
"I had  to  face the  challenge of being an 
academic, while rem aining totally  accoun t
able to  th e  indigenous com m unity  as well as 
to  academ ic standards and expectations."


W hat about the  future of those beh ind  the 
walls? "We w anted our relationship  with 
them  to  be ongoing," said A nnette Portillo, 
"but our addresses were to rn  ou t of their 
notebooks." Recently, Ken Stuckey ran in to  
a security guard from  Lou Gossett. "He was 
w ondering about next year. He said th ey ’re 
asking about th is  class all the  tim e."
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Opening into Writing
LYDIA FAKUNDINY


Lydla Fakundlny is pictured 
teaching “The Art of the Essay,” 
for years one of the most popular 
courses in the undergraduate 
offerings.


For som e tim e, I had been bored and 
dissatisfied w ith  th is state of affairs. It 
tended  to  produce studen t m anuscripts 
m ore or less filled w ith  predictables of 
argum ent and  style, some exemplary, some 
clum sy and ragged, bu t m ostly hum drum — 
item s of exchange in  th e  com m erce of 
requirem ents and grades. Part of th e  fault, 
no  doubt, was m y own: a first principle of 
teaching is th a t you get pretty  m uch  w hat 
you give. I came to  suspect th a t teaching 
"English," especially the w riting side of it, 
entails a daily, dogged version of re inven t
ing the  wheel: class by class, year by year, 
you exam ine as m any assum ptions—about 
students, texts, yourself—as you can m uster 
in to  the arena of full consciousness. Perhaps 
m ore realistically, as m any such assum p
tions as th e  daily exactions of th e  classroom 
render inescapable, those you have no 
choice bu t to  confront (always rebounding 
in  your face as they  are) if you are to  go on 
teaching at all. If you are to  engage students 
w ith  the critical passion of a reader.


C om position is a hard  taskmaster. Its rigors 
typically start w ith  th e  crafting of a thesis 
about your top ic and  m ultip ly  as you hold  
yourself to  it, systematically, purposefully, 
in  the effort to  sustain a coheren t argum ent 
m oving across unified, fully developed 
paragraphs towards som e vision of justified, 
satisfying closure. That discipline keeps you


prun ing  away everything tangential, 
dilatory, oblique, inconclusive, self-referen- 
tial. You are snipping away at the  borders, 
fram ing th e  m atter at th e  center. All 
"irrelevancies” fall under the  knife of the 
paper's “purpose"—just those irrelevancies 
th a t th e  very act of w riting, im m ersion in 
th e  play of language itself, pu ts in  the 
writer's way. And, so, the  craft of com posi
tion, its very discipline, will necessarily keep 
th e  paper from  passing over in to  w hat 
Joseph Addison called "the wildness of 
those com positions w hich go by th e  nam e 
of essay" (Spectator No. 476). For, com posi
tion , as I have been speaking of it—as we 
are trained in  it by courses in "expository 
w riting"—is a craft th a t occludes the 
unruliness of the  very m edium  it enacts: its 
exuberance, its in term inable possibilities 
and  prospects. It conceals, because its 
enabling  conventions have already decided, 
problem s of where to  begin, how  to 
proceed, w hen and how  and  w hether and 
w hy to  end. Perhaps best of all, th is topic- 
and idea-centered procedure corrals the 
anxiety  a tten d an t upon  m oving th rough  
language h itched  to  the  everlasting allure of 
th a t shaky p ronoun  "I"—the  figure whose 
in trusions in to  the  im personal province of 
the com position is said to  be discouraged by 
schoolteachers (so en tering  freshm en tell 
me even now). It is undeniab ly  a useful 
discipline. W ho could dispute how  m any 
are the  occasions, w hether in  school or out 
of it, w hen  one's rhetorical aims are or 
ought to  be clear and definite, w hen one 
has som ething quite determ inate to  say, 
w hen language m ust assume, for th a t 
occasion, th e  precision and pliancy of a 
good tool?


Essay w riting, I came to  th ink , was precisely 
n o t such an occasion. It was, rather, a 
space—the m ost accom m odating in  the 
realm  of prose—for releasing, even venting, 
just those anxieties (and the ir a ttendan t 
pleasures) w hich th e  craft of com position is 
designed to  ho ld  in  abeyance. Francis Bacon 
in troduced his aphoristic little "essayes" as 
"these fragm ents of m y conceits" (Epistle 
Dedicatory, 1597); and, even w here essays 
wax garrulous and  vertiginously 
metadiscursive, their claim to  be no more 
th an  provisional forays in to  endlessly 
fascinating and  m urky terrain  rem ains 
constan t. An essay is, as everyone knows, on 
the  short side, incom plete, and explicitly 
subjective. It is one of the  delights of good 
essays, of w hatever length, th a t they 
m anage to  convey just th a t sense of 
navigating on ly  the briefest, partial transit 
on  the  boundless ocean of words, words, 
words. M ontaigne conceived of his essay 
w riting as a kind of getting lost. "If I erased 
every passage w here th is happens," he 
confesses, "there w ould be n o th in g  left of 
myself" ("Of Prom pt or Slow Speech"). 
Losing th e  po in t brings "chance encoun 
ters" w ith  an  "I" th a t writes itself n o t in 
accordance w ith  any authorizing system 
but, as he puts it elsewhere, "only by 
groping, staggering, stum bling, and b lu n 
dering" ("Of the  Education of Children").


But how was th is to  be understood? W hat 
would keep a studen t essay from com ing


Lydia Fakundiny, senior 
lecturer in the English  
departm ent, is editor of 
The A r t  o f  th e  E ssay  
(H oughton Mifflin, 1991), 
an anthology of essays 
from  Bacon to  M cClane, 
and the coauthor, w ith  
Joyce  Elbrecht, of The 
R e sto ra tio n is t, T ext One:
A C o lla b o ra tiv e  F iction  by 
Jael B. Juba (SUNY Press, 
1993).


W hen I began teaching The Art of the  Essay 
(English 388/89) in  th is  departm ent, some 
fifteen years ago, I had next to  no  idea w hat 
I was doing. I was well past m y apprentice
ship as a college teacher and no novice to  
the  w riting classroom either; yet it was 
possible th e n —at least it was possible for 
me—to  conceive of studen t work quite apart 
from  the  no tion  of "art," a no tion  tha t, in 
its vexed and persistent way, infused all my 
o ther readerly and  critical relations w ith  the 
pleasures and  provocations of texts. Now as 
m uch  as then . We speak casually of "the 
a rt” of th is or th a t (m aking in troductions, 
carving a turkey), m eaning some knack or 
skill at bringing the  th in g  off. How such 
proficiency comes about is a question  we 
w ould as soon relegate to  the ineffable


regions of talent, flair. As for 
"essay," th a t word, in  the 
w riting classroom, could m ean 
only "paper"—as in  "a paper 
on  juvenile crim e," or "a 
paper on  To the Lighthouse." A 
paper, in  pedagogic lingo, was 
a "com position ,” or, as in  the 
case of m y favorite junior 
high-school English teacher, a 
"them e"; once it grew 
sufficiently scholarly and 
long, it m ight earn th e  nam e 
"thesis" or "dissertation," feats 
w hich, w hen issued under the 
auspices of professional 
journals or university presses, 
em erge as "articles" and 
"m onographs."







THE PRACTICE OF ESSAYS IS N O T A 


HONING PRIMARILY OF IDEAS BUT 


OF WRITING. PRACTICALLY  


SPEAKING, PROSE— STUFFY, PLAIN, 


ORNATE, IRONIC, PASSIONATE, 


SENSUOUS, CEREBRAL, INTIMATE, 


DISTANCED, SELF-ABSORBED, 


EXTROVERTED, ON AND ON.


ou t as m ere jum ble given tha t, in  the thick 
of things, the  writer is bound  to  experience 
the  work as, quite simply, a real mess? 
M ontaigne him self (in one of his character
istically contradictory  moves) offers a clue:
"1 go ou t of m y way, bu t rather by license 
th a n  carelessness. My ideas follow one 
another, b u t som etim es it is from  a distance, 
and look at each other, but w ith a sidelong 
glance" ("Of Vanity"). Resistance to  conven
tions of linear exposition and  continuous 
argum ent is itself a sort of discipline; bo th  
w hile com posing and  in  th e  increm ental 
process of rewriting, obliqueness becomes 
th e  condition  of a novel search for coher
ence, form. In the  words of T heodor Adorno 
(who seems to  me the  m ost cogent m odern  
th inker on  the  essay): the  essay "takes the  
anti-system atic im pulse in to  its own 
procedure"; it "proceeds so to  speak 
m ethodically  unm ethodically" ("The Essay 
as Form ”). How, then , to  enact a pedagogy 
of th e  w riting classroom as a scene of such 
disciplined b lundering and  getting lost?


As she is about m uch  else, Virginia Woolf is
em phatically  clear about the essay's art: an
essayist, she insists, "m ust know—th a t is the
first essential—how  to  write" ("The M odern
Essay"). If the  com position prepares
students to  conscript language in to  the
service of the ir ideas, then , I though t, let
the  essay be a sort of train ing  p layground
for en try  in to  th e  ways and  m eans of
language. In short: the  practice of essays
m ust, before all else, be a writerly practice.
N ot a hon ing  prim arily of ideas bu t of
w riting. Practically speaking: prose. All
kinds of prose—stuffy, plain, ornate, ironic,
passionate, sensuous, cerebral, in tim ate,
distanced, self-absorbed, extroverted, on
and on. Sentences w indingly long as a
pedagogue's, or curt as a hard-boiled
detective's; paratactic sentences w ith  their
ruptures and reticences, and com pulsively
explanatory  Baldwinian hypotaxis; periodic
sentences w ith  the ir Johnson ian  air, and
sentences th a t accum ulate in bits and run—
favorites of the tw entieth-cen tury  essayists.
The idea w ould be to  learn by doing, play at
all such styles. Train oneself to  write by
im itating  o thers writing.


»
And, so, th e  oldest of pedagogies becam e a 
staple of th e  Art of the  Essay—and, if I have 
any qualm s about stylistic im itation, they  
have to  do w ith  never really having the  
tim e to  do enough of it. The practice of 
style has becom e, for me, the  key to  my 
students ' verbal com petence, the ir hoarded


fam iliarity as readers of English w ith 
patterns th a t have been largely invisible and 
inaccessible to  them  as writers. Im itation  
serves as a pleasurable negotiation  w ith 
those bugaboos of com position classes, 
gram m ar and diction, thus building self
consciously held skills for rew riting and 
editing. At the same tim e, it involves the 
practitioner in  a sort of m apping of concep
tual and  affective topographies of English 
prose. Predictably, im itations have a 
tendency  to  spill over in to  studen t essays, 
staging as they  do b o th  tryouts of selves and 
of topics inviting  am plification.


The com plem ent to  these enactm ents of 
prose style is intensive reading, im m ersion 
in  essays old and new, by writers in English 
w herever and  w henever they  m ay be found. 
The po in t is to  read n o t as a critic or scholar 
or student, bu t as a writer—a "fellow 
worker," as Woolf said, "an  accom plice" 
("How Should One Read a Book?"). That is 
to  say, an  interested party—som eone w ho 
w ants above all to  learn how  a th ing  is 
done, to  com pose the  tex t as it were all over 
again. The activities of recollection, specula
tion , observation, and critique characteristic 
of essays in  English are fashioned from  an 
infinitely  variable mix of discourses, 
m odulations from  storytelling and sensory 
evocation to  explanation, analysis, polemic. 
Reading as a writer, one reads (both  analyti
cally and  sym pathetically) to  lay ou t the 
essay's am plificatory path , to  see how  a 
given tex t articulates itself, how  the  shaping 
of discourse constructs w hat the  essay 
"says." This kind of reading becom es b o th  a 
stim ulus to  w riting essays and  a sort of 
gradual practical o rientation: it m odels the 
possibilities of craft, of variety and differ
ence.


All th a t is a m uch-condensed and, adm it
tedly, tidied-up version of how  I groped my 
way from  teaching com position  to  teaching 
w riting by way of the  essay, Alfred Kazin's 
"open form ." In the  late 1980s, while I 
worked on m y antho logy  The Art o f  the 
Essay (a book m eant to  serve those in 
particular for w hom  reading and w riting 
essays were m om ents of a single process), I 
discovered th a t m y evolving insights were 
paralleled in  classrooms around  the  country, 
th a t m y ow n little absorbing p lo t of readerly 
and  pedagogic en tanglem ents w ith  the 
essay was part of w hat scholars call "an 
em erging field." Criticism and theory  of the 
essay began to  appear in  professional 
conferences, journals, m onographs, and 
collections; English curricula here and there 
began including study of essays as "litera
ture" at bo th  undergraduate and graduate 
levels; "personalism ," long associated w ith  
the  essay, erupted in  the  dom ains of 
scholarship, often  as fem inist or post
structuralist resistance to  reigning conven
tions of academ ic discourse. M eanwhile, 
m ore anthologies of essays (sometimes 
redundantly  called "personal essays") rolled 
off th e  presses. An in ternational reference 
work, The Encyclopedia o f  the Essay, is on  the 
publishing horizon. Perhaps m ost in terest
ing, the  study and practice of essays is being 
draw n in to  the  wider field of "literary 
nonfiction ," also know n as "creative 
nonfiction ." W hile bo th  rubrics beg


questions about contested  term s such as 
"literariness" and  "fictionality ,” they  also 
bring together a w hole range of writings 
th a t overlap and m erge in  practice: essay, 
m emoir, travel piece, literary (or "new") 
journalism . "Creative nonfiction" (the 
nam e, incidentally, of a new  periodical) is 
fast becom ing a com m odity  m arketed by 
how -to books and  widespread advertise
m ents for workshops and  degree program s 
in  the  field. The essay and  its relatives, long 
o rphan  practices on  the m argins of aca
dem e, have slipped in  th rough  the  gates and 
sallied in to  th e  hall, if n o t exactly to  the 
head of the  table.


Having said all tha t, 1 w ant to  em phasize 
th a t I still consider th a t artifact of the 
classroom, th e  "com position" or "paper," an 
indispensable exercise as it is undertaken, 
for exam ple, in m ost of our freshm an 
w riting sem inars (including m y own). It 
disciplines habits of analysis and  synthesis, 
striving to  deploy language referentially, as 
w hat Richard Lanham  term s a "transparent" 
m edium , a w indow  on  the  landscape of 
th o u g h t (Analyzing Prose). Its schemes of 
organization, its apparently  disinterested 
stance, its econom ical drive towards 
convincing closure n o t only  m irror in broad 
ways th e  conventions of m ost fields 
students will pass th rough  in  college but 
also equip them  w ith a kind of literacy 
w hich, it's hoped, will translate into 
professional know-how of various kinds. As 
for the essay and  the  essay-writing class
room , these seem to  me congenial and 
m inim ally in tim idating  sites for exploring, 
in  occasional and con tingen t ways, the very 
no tions by w hich the genre defines itself, 
no tions such as "tru th" and  "fiction";
“form " and  "style"; "self," "voice," and the 
category of the  "personal"; "genre" itself.


O ne of the  essay's striking features, persist
ing over tim e and  across cultures, is its 
reflexivity, its tendency  to  investigate and 
reflect upon  its ow n processes and, thus, to  
theorize the  conditions of its ow n making.
"I write of . . . m y writings as of m y o ther 
actions, because m y them e turns in  upon 
itself." M ontaigne, "Of Experience." It is no t 
enough, the essayists suggest, to  am plify a 
them e (or, as Addison had  it, "to  prin t 
[oneself] out," Spectator No. 1); it is as if the 
discursiveness of essays pulls th e  w riting 
towards encounters w ith its ow n ever- 
appearing, ever-disappearing marks. Essays 
delight in self-critique. Essays glance 
sideways, backwards, read and reread 
themselves; and  it is just th is attentiveness 
to  their own scriptive peregrinations th a t so 
recom m ends itself as an apprenticeship in 
the  craft and  the  art of prose. If n o t exactly 
a m atter of reinventing the  wheel, my 
engagem ent w ith  the  essay and  related 
discourses has led m e to  review and  recon
struct my ow n part in the  institu tional 
project of literacy. This is sim ply to  say tha t 
w riting comes to  m ean som eth ing  more, 
th a t the  teaching of w riting brings me back 
to  where, as an im m igrant child and  a 
stranger to  the  English language, I began 
nearly a lifetim e ago: to  the  letters and 
syllables, words and sentences, the  run of it 
in  the  voice and  on  the  page. To the 
difference it makes.







Balancing the Demand and the Delight: 
Preparing the English Professional at Cornell
DEBRA FRIED


DIRECTOR OF GRADUATE STUDIES


Prospective applicants to  the  Cornell Ph.D. 
program  in  English occasionally write m e to  
ask about the  "type of student Cornell is 
looking for." Since we receive alm ost 500 
applications each year for an  en tering  class 
of about fourteen, there's an  understandable 
curiosity about w hat special quality  d istin 
guishes the  students adm itted  to  the 
program .


A glance at the  titles of dissertations 
com pleted in  the past five years suggests 
w hy it's a difficult question to  answer. Are 
we looking for th e  type of studen t w ho is 
interested in  "George Eliot and the Victo
rian Discourses of G ender and Historiogra
phy" (Rohan M aitzen, now  teaching at 
D alhousie University) or in  "G ender Magic: 
Desire, Romance, and the  Fem inine in  Sir 
Gawaine and the Green Knight" (Geraldine 
Heng, University of Texas/Austin) or in 
"D om esticity and  Empire: G ender and 
Im perialism  in Anglo-India" (Alison 
Sainsbury, Illinois Wesleyan University)? 
There’s no  doubt th a t fem inist approaches 
to  literature have been of im portance to  a 
range of successful and innovative Ph.D. 
theses in  English com ing ou t of Cornell in 
recent years, but I cou ldn 't reply to  inqu ir
ing applicants th a t we're looking for 
feminists.


Fascinating work has also been produced of 
late by graduate students w ho bring their 
train ing  as readers and interpreters of 
literature to  the study of visual m edia in 
dissertations such as "Rearranging the 
Furniture: The Apparatus of Subjectivity in 
1950s C inem a" (Sabrina Barton, University 
of Texas at Austin) or "Reading by Half- 
Light: C inem atic Spectatorship in M odernist 
W om en's W riting'' (Rebecca Egger, Univer
sity of M ichigan at Ann Arbor). And Cornell 
has played a crucial part in producing a new 
generation of scholars in  eigh teenth-century  
and Restoration literature, w ith  dissertations 
such as "Dangerous Publics: Literature, 
C ulture-C onsum ption and Political Activ
ism in the 1790s" (Andrew M cCann, 
U niversity of Q ueensland, Australia), and 
"Colonial Production, Domestic C onsum p
tion: Narrative and  Politics in  E ighteenth- 
C entury England" (C harlotte Sussman, 
University of Colorado at Boulder). Yet I 
can 't say th a t w e're seeking a coterie of 
Restoration buffs or film fans, either.


In the past five years, our program  has 
tu rned  ou t specialists in  m inority  literatures 
as well, w ith dissertations such as "Learning 
from  Experience: Politics, Epistemology, and 
C hicana/o  Identity" (Paula Moya, Stanford 
University) and  "Bodies in  Collision: 
African-American Fiction and  the  Sexual 
Politics of Narrative" (Terry Rowden, 
University of Colorado at Boulder). But th en  
again, the  "type of student we’re looking


for" m ight becom e a scholar of Victorian 
autobiography or Shakespearean perfor
m ance, of Emerson's poetry or Rom antic 
apostasy, of m edieval vernacular audiences 
or of C aptain  Cook's voyages.


At its best, our program  puts its em phasis 
on  preparing students to  write dissertations 
th a t are strong and learned, innovative and 
enduring—and doing it before they  tire of 
the  m enu at M oosewood. Becoming 
"professional" in  the  field of literary 
scholarship obviously involves a num ber of 
skills and  kinds of train ing. W riting valu
able, publishable contribu tions to  the  field 
is obviously one of them ; so is designing an 
engaging and  practical syllabus for a 
freshm an w riting course and  learning to  
make com m ents on studen t essays in  the 
m ost effective way; so is m ain ta in ing  and 
deepening one's delight in  poetry, novels, 
and ideas in  the  face of the  profession's 
som etim es perem ptory  dem and to  tu rn  out 
scholarship about them . Perhaps we're 
sim ply looking for students w ho will benefit 
from  w hat Cornell as a program  seems to 
m e best at—balancing the  dem and and the 
delight.


G raduate students have been designing a 
num ber of freshly conceived courses and 
teaching them  in  the  Freshm an W riting 
Seminar program . Here again the  spectrum  
of interests is wide: w itchcraft in 
Shakespeare's England, sexual subcultures, 
the  aesthetic of walking, th e  visions of 
m edieval religious w om en, the  novels of 
Toni M orrison. The same variety marks the 
inform al reading groups in itiated  by 
graduate students. There's one group 
surveying the  literature of th e  Pacific Rim, 
ano ther for "G othic and  Sensation Novels," 
and ano ther devoted to  Thom as Pynchon.


The M.F.A./Ph.D. program  continues to  
attract an increasing num ber of applicants. 
Only one or tw o students are adm itted  to 
th is joint-degree program  each year, w hich 
requires bo th  an M.F.A. thesis (in poetry or 
fiction) and  a work of literary scholarship 
for th e  Ph.D. degree. They are bo th  "entan- 
glers and  untanglers," in  the words of A. R. 
Am m ons in  Set in Motion (University of 
M ichigan Press, 1996), a collection of his 
essays and interviews edited by Zofia Burr 
(George M ason University), ano ther recent 
Ph.D., w ho also holds an M.F.A. in  poetry 
from  Cornell. Am m ons provides the best 
answer—ano ther question—to  the 
applicant's question: "W hy n o t let all of us 
w ho work w ith language follow our inclina
tions, en tangling or un tangling, or both?"


Epoch 
Honored 
at Fifty


Michael Koch


This year marks 
the  fiftieth 
anniversary of 
Epoch, a 
m agazine of 


fiction and poetry founded 
in 1947 by professor Baxter H athaw ay and 
co-edited by m em bers of the  MFA program  
at Cornell. The editorial office, housed in 
G oldwin Sm ith across from  the  English 
departm ent office, 
has served as a 
com bination  of 
work space, 
conference room, 
and  com m on 
ground for writers 
and their teachers 
at Cornell. Epoch 
has therefore been 
an  integral part of 
the w riting 
program ; b u t it is 
also a national 
m agazine w ith  a 
national reputation , 
having brought out the  early published 
work of Don De Lillo, Thom as Pynchon, 
Philip Roth, Joyce Carol Oates, and other 
well-known writers.


A lthough stories and poem s from  Epoch 
have regularly appeared in prize an th o lo 
gies, these collections are usually dom inated  
by big-circulation literary magazines. This 
year was different. The editors of Prize Stories 
1997: The O. Henry Awards, the m ost presti
gious prize an tho logy  for fiction, chose four 
stories from Epoch—m ore th an  from  any 
o ther magazine. O ne of the four was "The 
Balm of Gilead Tree," by Robert Morgan.


How does it happen  th a t a small magazine, 
produced in  Ithaca and  financed on  a 
shoestring, m anages to  ho ld  its ow n w ith  
th e  likes of The Atlantic and  The New Yorker? 
Michael Koch, the editor of Epoch since 
1989, believes the  m agazine would n o t be 
w hat it is w ithou t the  con tribu tion  of 
students. "Several of the  prize w inners were 
picked ou t of the  slush pile by first-year 
MFAs," he remarks. He also credits the 
"steady direction" given the  m agazine by 
the regular poetry and fiction editors, Burl 
Barr and Joe M artin. But M ichael Koch 
clearly stands at the  center of Epoch’s 
achievem ents. According to  Joe M artin, 
"M ichael reads stories incredibly well, and 
incredibly openly—never from the  po in t of 
view of a writer w ho only  likes w riting 
sim ilar to  his ow n."


Epoch’s new  recognition comes at a critical 
tim e. Because of federal cuts in  arts funding, 
the  m agazine has lost—probably perm a
nen tly—its $4,000 annual contribu tion  
from  the  NEA. M eanwhile, its fiftieth 
anniversary celebration, featuring readings 
by well-known contributors, will take place 
September 25-27, H om ecom ing Weekend.







Faculty Notes
A. R. Amm ons's most recent volume of poems is 
Brink Road (1996, W. W. Norton and Company). 
His next book will be entitled Bosh and Flapdoodle.


Barbara Correll's book The End o f  Conduct: 
Grobianus and the Renaissance Text o f  the Subject 
was published by Cornell University Press in 
1996.


Jo n ath an  Culler's A Very Short Introduction to 
Literary Theory will appear from Oxford University 
Press in fall 1997. He is a member of the Christian 
Gauss Prize comm ittee and of the National 
Advisory Council of the Woodrow Wilson 
Foundation, and is editor of Diacritics, a journal of 
theory and criticism published at Cornell. He has 
been chair of the Cornell English department 
since 1996.


Debra Fried is coauthor of Teaching with the 
Norton Anthology o f  Poetry, the fourth edition of 
which appeared this year.


Andy Galloway has just received the Robert and 
Helen Appel Award, which honors newly 
promoted faculty members whose work contrib
utes significantly to education in the arts college.


M ary Jacobus's First Things: The Maternal 
Imaginary in Literature, Art, and Psychoanalysis was 
published by Routledge in 1995.


Alison Lurie's most recent book is The Heavenly 
Zoo (Farrar, Straus, and Giroux). She is vice 
president for literature of the American Academy 
of Arts and Sciences.


Dan M cCall is working on the screenplay for his 
novel Triphammer.


Jim  M cConkey's anthology The A natom y o f  
Memory was published by Oxford University Press 
in 1996.


Scott McMillin's book The Queen's Men and Their 
Plays: 1 5 8 3 -1 6 0 3  is forthcoming from Cambridge 
University Press.


Tim M urray has edited Mimesis, Masochism, and 
Mime: The Politics o f  Theatricality in Contemporary 
French Thought (1997). His new book, Drama  
Trauma: Performance Readings in a Multi-Cultural 
Age, is forthcoming from Routledge. He is co
editor of Repossessions: Psychoanalysis and the 
Question o f  Early Modem  Culture, forthcoming 
from the University of Minnesota.


Steve Parrish is general editor of the concordance 
to the poems and plays of T. S. Eliot. Volumes in 
two other general editorial projects— the Cornell 
Wordsworth and the Cornell Yeats— continue to  
appear or are in progress.


Shirley Sam uels’s Romances o f  the Republic:
Women, the Family, and Violence in the Literature o f  
the Early American Nation  was published in 1996  
by Oxford University Press.


Dan Schw arz has two books forthcoming from 
St. Martin's Press: Reconfiguring Modernism  and 
Imagining the Holocaust.


Mark Seltzer's book Serial Killers II I  III is 
forthcoming from Routledge.


Kate Shanley's critical study of James Welch, Only 
an Indian, is forthcoming from the University of 
Oklahoma Press.


H arry Shaw is editor of Critical Essays on Sir 
Walter Scott (1996).


G ordon Teskey’s Allegory and Violence appeared 
from Cornell University Press in 1996.


Helena Viram ontes's novel Under the Feet o f  Jesus 
has received the John Dos Passos Prize for 
Literature (1996).


TEA CH IN G  AW ARDS
Five members of the English department received 
honors for teaching in the past year. Ann Boehm  
received the Clark Outstanding Teaching Award 
for lecturers; C athy Carlson and Peter Coviello  
received Clark awards for teaching assistants. 
M olly Hite and Ewa Badowska received the 
Russell Distinguished Teaching Award for 1996  
and 1997, respectively.


APPOINTM EN TS AND RETIREM ENTS
Ellis H anson joined the Cornell English 
department in fall of 1995, specializing in gay 
studies and in 
nineteenth-century  
literature. He 
graduated from 
Vassar College and 
received his M.A. 
degree from 
Columbia and his 
Ph.D. degree from 
Princeton. He 
currently has three 
books in press:
Decadence and  
Catholicism, 
forthcoming from 
Harvard University 
Press; Cruising the 
Screen, a collection  
of essays on gay studies and film, forthcoming 
from Duke University Press; and O ut Takes, a 
collection of essays he edited, also forthcoming 
from Duke.


Morgan—continued from  page 2


was present, even though on first glance you 
appeared to be a "nature" poet. There was no 
contradiction in your work between being a 
social and a nature poet.


In m y early poem s I endeavored to  see 
things, ordinary  things, in new  ways; 
discovering the  world, to  give the reader a 
sense of the  world, of having noticed things 
they  m igh t have forgotten they  knew. But I 
discovered th a t even describing the  world of 
nature, you always see it filtered th rough  
culture. I found I was very interested in  
artifacts, th ings m ade by hand , and  in  the  
way in  w hich hum an labor had interacted 
w ith  th e  natu ra l world, the  landscape. Road- 
building, dam -building. And one of my 
m ajor subjects was work, how  we get it 
done, the  aesthetic experience of work, the 
w isdom  of it. I w anted to  structure language 
to  show  the  world in  new  ways.


The three novellas in The H interlands can be 
described in one way as three stages in the 
making o f  a thoroughfare.


The trace, th e  road, and  th e n  th e  highway. 
That was a surprise to  me, th a t they  were all 
about road-building. I’ve discovered th a t 
one of the  th ings th a t's  interested me as a 
w riter is to  describe w hat we do to  land, 
w hat people do to  it in  plow ing fields and 
building roads and  cu tting  dow n trees, and 
the  way th a t changes the landscape, and  the 
way these changes erode and decay.


One o f  the remarkable features o f  your work in 
prose is its concern with historical change. Both


Donald Eddy, bookman and scholar, retired from 
the Cornell English department last spring after 
thirty-five years of teaching. For twenty-five of 
those years, he held a 
joint appointment 
from the Department 
of English and the 
Department of Rare 
Books in Olin 
Library, where he 
built up the 
collection's holdings 
in literature. Because 
of Don's work,
Cornell now holds 
collections of Swift,
Pope, and Johnson  
that are ranked 
among the top two 
or three in the world, 
as well as preeminent collections in several other 
authors. His expertise as a bookman carried over 
to the teaching of two popular undergraduate 
courses, "The History of the Book," and more 
recently, "Art, Isotopes, and Analysis." In 
retirement, Don looks forward to devoting even 
more time to research. His current project, A 
Bibliography o f  Richard Hurd, will be his twenty- 
second published volume.


The H interlands and your second collection o f  
stories range over a long space o f  time. But the 
title o f  that collection is The M ountains 
W on't Remember Us. That's an odd title for a 
book that concerns history.


The title comes from  the narrator of the 
novella; she's in  her seventies, and  she 
observes th a t for all the seem ing signifi
cance of hum an  stories, anguish, pain, these 
in  fact leave little im pact on  the  landscape. I 
th ink  th a t m om ent pleases her, th a t act of 
feeling less im portan t in the  universe.


The critic Bill Harmon once called your poetry a 
type o f  "Pelagian georgics," in reference to your 
line, "The statute o f  limitations has run out on 
original sin ." That's not a t all a bleak view.


I th in k  w hen you were raised as a funda
m entalist a t th e  beginn ing  of the  Cold War 
period, th a t the  view of the  world is so bleak 
th a t alm ost everything afterward seemed 
optim istic. I rem em ber m y grandfather in 
1950s saying th a t nuclear w eapons were 
going to  blow up the world at any m om ent.
I th ink  I've been increasingly optim istic 
ever since. But I've never felt pessim istic in 
the  particular fundam entalist way—th a t 
view of everything evil at the  center of the 
universe th a t has to  be fought. Bill H arm on 
discovered th a t Pelagius, the  theologian 
w ho was condem ned as a heretic for 
denying original sin, was originally from 
Britain and his real nam e was Morgan, 
w hich m eans in  Welsh "by th e  sea." Of 
course the Welsh are know n for their poetry 
of praise.







EIGHT


Letter from the Chair
JONATHAN CULLER


As new chair of the Cornell D epartm ent of 
English, I take great pleasure in in troducing 
th is newsletter. Now th a t com puters make it 
easier for professors to  produce newsletters, 
we hope to  com m unicate w ith  our alum ni 
m ore regularly th a n  we have in  the past. 
Those of us w ho still prefer book and paper 
to  screen and  net-browser hope th a t you 
will find item s of in terest here, bu t anyone 
w ho w ants to  be electronically w ith  it can 
get up-to-the-m inute in form ation  about the 
English departm en t’s courses and faculty at 
our Web site: http://www.arts.cornell.edu/ 
English.


I am  pleased to  report th a t the  English 
departm ent is doing well. We enroll some 
5,000 students per year in  our courses; we 
attract about a hundred  majors a year, w ho 
go on  to  a variety of careers; our graduate 
program  has been regularly recognized as 
one of the best in  the country. This year,
U.S. News and World Report published a 
survey th a t ranked us th ird , beh ind  the 
U niversity of California at Berkeley and 
Yale—the  highest ranking for any Cornell 
departm ent. This survey also placed us in 
the  top  five in four of the seven specialties 
rated: th ird  in  critical theory, fourth in 
medieval literature, fifth in n ine teen th - and 
tw entieth-cen tury  British literature, and 
fifth in  Third World literature. Last year a 
survey th a t was conducted differently 
ranked us sixth nationally  in the  quality  of 
our faculty and second in  effectiveness of 
our program .


But how  does an English departm en t m erit 
a good reputation  these days? The field of 
English, as everyone has heard by now, is 
n o t w hat it once was. Was it ever, I wonder, 
w hat it once was? Or was it always already 
in  a state of contestation? I came across an 
article recently com plain ing th a t critics 
"have patronized Nietzsche, found som e
th ing  en terta in ing  in  every kind of revolu
tionist, and  welcom ed the strangest philoso


phies." This was not 
som ething in The 
^ cw ( ^ ’rion but a 


. M V T V 8 B M I piece by Van Wyck 
Brooks from 1(MK.


W illiam Drake wrote 
in  the  in troduction  to  an  an tho logy  called 
American Criticism, "we stand today at the 
center of a vast d isin tegration .” W hat w ould 
a departm en t chair have w ritten  in  a 
new sletter in  the  twenties?


O ne trad ition  in  the Cornell English 
departm ent, w hich I trace to  the  benign 
influence of M. H. Abrams, is th a t even 
w hen faculty are fighting battles against 
foes of different critical persuasions outside 
the  university, they  have been ecum enical


TH A T CO RN ELL ENGLISH CO U LD  


BE RANKED HIGH IN BOTH  


MEDIEVAL LITERATURE AND IN 


CRITICAL THEORY SHOWS OUR 


SUCCESS IN ACHIEVING PLURALISM 


W ITHO U T MEDIOCRITY.


at hom e and have n o t sought to  convert the 
departm ent to  some orthodoxy. The result is 
th a t we harbor people w ho see literary and 
cultural studies in  quite different ways but 
have been able to  avoid divisive battles 
about the  curriculum . That Cornell English 
could be ranked high in  bo th  medieval 
literature and in  critical theory  shows tha t 
we have in  some m easure succeeded in 
achieving pluralism  w ithout the m ediocrity 
th a t permissiveness m ight bring.


The dow n side, as they  say, is th a t we have 
no t had  a collective vision of w hat literary 
studies should be. As a new  chair, I feel th a t 
1 ought to  take on "the vision th ing ," try  to 
get us to  reflect m ore seriously on  w hat we 
are offering our students at various levels of 
the  curriculum . This is n o t a m atter of 
requirem ents, as th e  national press seems to


feel it ought to  be—requiring th a t you 
canno t get a B.A. in  English w ithou t having 
read the  following books: (fill in  the  blanks 
yourself). Rather, it is a m atter of th ink ing  
m ore system atically bo th  about w hat sorts 
of study we should  offer to  people w ho are 
n o t English m ajors and  about how  to 
in troduce students to  the  variety of studies 
th a t take place in  English departm ents 
today.


This year we began by discussing our 200- 
level courses and have discovered (no 
surprise here!) th a t we have quite different 
views about how  th e  field of literary and 
cultural studies should be entered. Through 
a historical survey of English literature, 
following the  Norton Anthology, say some; 
th rough  courses focused on  the techniques 
of reading th e  m ajor genres—fiction, poetry, 
and  dram a—say others; th rough  a course 
th a t exposes students to  the  different kind 
of activities th a t occur under the  aegis of 
literary studies today, say others. Since the 
first two sorts of courses already exist, we 
are going to  try  the  th ird , and will offer 
several new  in troductory  courses nex t year. 
For exam ple, Shakespeare and  th e  Tw entieth 
Century, taugh t by Walter C ohen, one of 
the four editors of the new  Norton 
Shakespeare, will look at a num ber of plays 
from  different angles, approaching them  
w ith  different kinds of questions, and 
reflecting on tw entieth-cen tury  in terpreta
tions and  adaptations of th e  plays. How 
does Shakespeare work today? W hat is the 
cultural significance of these plays?


Perhaps nex t year I shall have a vision as 
well as a course to  report.


In the  fall of 1997 we will welcome a new 
assistant professor, Jacqueline Goldsby, a 
specialist in  American studies, w ho is 
com pleting a d issertation at Yale entitled  
"After Great Pain: The Cultural Logic of 
Lynching and Realist Representation, 1880- 
1922." She will teach the  Age of Realism 
and  Naturalism , a survey of African Ameri
can literature, and a course on the  child  in 
literature.
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Dan Schwarz, the Frederic J. Whiton Professor of English and Stephen 
H. Weiss Presidential Fellow, came to Cornell as an assistant professor in 
1968.


JRL: In your more than four decades at Cornell, you have studied ev-
ery conceivable subject that a scholar in your field might consider, and 
written about them in every imaginable form: modernist literature and 
narrative theory and practice, the Holocaust, New York, and American 
culture. What can you say about your broad range of interests? 


DRS: I think my ruling passion is curiosity and the desire to know. I 
have worked on a range of projects, following my interests, but always 
motivated by the desire to share what I have learned. In my writing 
and teaching, I live by two contradictory mantras: “Always the text;  
Always historicize.” I try to balance the two, all the while knowing 
some texts require more of one or more of the other.


JRL: You have described your critical approach as “humanistic,” a term 
found in the titles of two of your books, The Humanistic Heritage: 
Critical Theories of the English Novel from James to Hillis Miller (1986) 
and The Case for a Humanistic Poetics (1991). Here’s a quote from you 
on this subject: “Our role as humanists is to focus attention on what is 
special and distinct in the human enterprise . . . as a literature professor 
my focus is on creativity, and as a cultural historian my focus is on the 
historical and social contexts in which humans function.” Can you talk 
a bit about your work in the context of this idea?


DRS: I have stressed that books are by humans, about humans, and for 
humans and that when reading, we respond to a human voice. Recent 
work in cognitive studies supports my bedrock belief that humans are 
defined in part by an urge for narratives that give shape and form to 
their experience.


JRL: Your recent book In Defense of Reading is a spirited manifesto 
celebrating the life of the mind. What initially made you think that 
reading required defending, and what did you learn while defending it?


DRS: In our visual and digital culture where the emphasis is on gather-
ing information rapidly and communicating in text messages, serious, 
engaged reading of complex, sophisticated imaginative literature— 
particularly novels of considerable length—is in jeopardy. In Defense of 
Reading is an argument for why and how we read and why some of us 
have chosen to be readers and writers.


In the first chapters, I discuss the value of reading: (1) We identify 
with the narrative voice or we distance ourselves from that voice, be it 
a first-person speaker or an omniscient narrator; (2) In much the same 
way, we identify with or distance characters; (3) Reading imagina-
tive literature enhances our life experience by taking us into imagined 
worlds; (4) Reading imagined work increases our political and moral 
awareness; (5) Imagined works complement and often deepen our 
historical knowledge; paradoxically, this may happen even when the 
facts are not exactly accurate if the text speaks to the warp and woof of 
lived life at a particular time; (6) Imaginative literature is an important 
part of the history of ideas and enacts important philosophical visions; 
(7) We learn about authors’ psyches and values and the way they saw 
the world and why; (8) Imaginative literature increases the pleasures of 
our travels and vice versa; and (9) Reading not only makes us aware of 
ethical choices, but also heightens our awareness of the ethical implica-
tions of human behavior. 


JRL: In an age and culture that benefits from widespread Jewish-
American intellectual achievement, it’s difficult to conceive of a time 
when a Jewish professor was a rare thing. But this was the case in 1968, 
when you arrived at Cornell, a time you discuss at length in In Defense 
of Reading. Can you talk a bit about those early years?


DRS: The faculties of major English departments in the ’60s and ’70s, 
especially at the leading private universities, had a dearth of Jews. 
With few exceptions, the anti-Semitic ravings of Pound, as well as the 
equally objectionable if less strident version of anti-Semitism in Eliot, 
were either excused as the eccentricities of men of genius or dismissed 
as unsuitable matters of discussion. In graduate school, many of us, 
trained in formalist rubric of organic form, read without noticing, or 
pretended not to notice, anti-Semitic passages. 


Teachers assumed that Jewish students were part of that imaginary 
audience of ideal readers on which the New Criticism and Aristote-
lian criticism depended. Furthermore, Jewish students and professors 


Dan Schwarz
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M.H. Abrams:
In T h is  Issue


This issue of English at Cornell 


is devoted to two of America’s 


most honored men of letters. 


The first article is an interview 


with M. H. Abrams, conducted 


this summer at his home in 


Ithaca; the second concerns 


the memorial service for 


A. R. Ammons, who died last 


February at the age of 75.


M. H. Abram s: I
A  Life in Letters


Excerpt from 3
“This G reen W o rld ”


Remembering 4
A. R. Am m ons


Excerpt from Clare  5


Conference on the Future 6 
of Minority Studies


Faculty Notes


Letter from  
the Chair


M. H. Abrams’s career as a teacher, scholar, 
and editor of literature now spans nearly 
seventy years, beginning with the publica
tion of his undergraduate honors thesis at 
Harvard and continuing through the series 
of essays and lectures that have marked a 
vigorous, intellectually active retirement.
His scholarly reputation rests mainly on two 
magisterial studies of romantic literature 
and criticism— The Mirror and the Lamp 
(Oxford, 1953) and Natural Supernaturalism  
(Norton, 1971)— and on a series o f essays, 
many of them classics, on literary history 
and the philosophy of criticism. He is also 
senior editor of the two-volume Norton 
Anthology o f  English Literature, now in its 
eighth edition, which is the widest-selling 
anthology of its kind in America. All of 
Mike Abrams’s work, even the smallest in 
scale— an anthology headnote, an informal 
lecture, a memorial tribute to an old 
friend— is marked by his breadth of grasp, 
his famous lucidity, and adroit tact. The 
above photo shows Mike and his wife Ruth 
at their retirement home in Ithaca, where 
the interview was conducted.


Paul Sawyer: You grew up in 
New Jersey.


M. H. Abrams: Yes, I grew up in Long 
Branch, a seashore town. It had its glory days. 
In the mid-nineteenth century and later it was a 
very fashionable resort town, visited in the 
summer by a number of presidents. I remem
ber hearing Woodrow Wilson deliver a speech 
when I was a very young kid. It was also the 
town where the recent poet laureate, Robert 
Pinsky, was born and brought up. Edmund 
Wilson, the distinguished critic and man of 
letters, was bom in Red Bank, five miles away; 
so was the novelist Norman Mailer. It’s curi
ous; when I lived there, there was no sense of 
its being a very literate place, but a lot o f peo
ple with high literary talents came from Long 
Branch or its vicinity.


< I ’V  # a by Paul Sawyer


Did you always feel a call to literature?


It’s hard to say. I used to devour books as a 
kid; it never occurred to me that I would write 
one. There was a time when I read three novels 
a day. I read fast; sometimes if I really enjoyed 
a novel I ’d read it three times in one day, the 
same novel. It was during the Depression that I 
was in college and there was no living to be 
made in anything really, so I thought I’d start 
doing something I ’d enjoy instead of some
thing I didn’t enjoy. I got a fellowship to study 
in England when I graduated from Harvard, 
and I spent a year in Cambridge working with 
I. A. Richards. He was in Moral Sciences 
(that's philosophy and ethics) rather than in 
English, which turned out to be fortunate 
because of the great men there in philosophy 
at that time: Wittgenstein, C. D. Broad,
G. E. Moore, and others. I attended their 
lectures and the philosophical discussion club. 
When I returned to Harvard, English seemed 
to be the thing, but I maintained my 
philosophical interests.


W ho among your teachers had a 
particular influence on your work?


W hen I was young and impressionable, J. 
Livingstone Lowes stood out— the man who 
wrote The Road to Xanadu, the famous study 
of Coleridge. He wrote flamboyantly, in a way 
that appealed to young people. The first book I 
published was my honors essay at Harvard,
The Milk o f  Paradise, and it had something of 
the style of Livingstone Lowes; if you read the 
first and last paragraphs you’ll recognize the 
orotundity I ’ve tried to shed since.


That was your book on drugs.


Yes. It was about poets and other writers who 
had taken opium. It had a sudden revival dur
ing the drug culture in the sixties when three 
publishers wanted to re-publish it; I think the 
original publication was 350 copies. It sold 
out, and somebody sent me an ad years later,


Co r n e ll
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M. H. Abram s’s first book, now 
rare, was his undergraduate 
honors thesis (The Milk of 
Paradise, Cambridge, Mass., 
1934). The Mirror and the 
Lamp (1953) developed from  
his dissertation. Doing Things 
with Texts (Norton, 1989) 
collects seventeen essays, 
including "Five Types o f 
Lycidas," “Art-as-Such: The 
Sociology o f  Modern 
Aesthetics," and critical 
appraisals o f  the work o f  
Bloom, Frye, Derrida, and 
other recent theorists.


continued from page 1


from Seattle I think, for an original edition, and 
it sold for a hundred times the original price— I 
couldn’t afford to buy it myself! But anyway,
I granted the rights to republish the book, 
provided I could write a new preface in 
which I decried the drug culture by pointing 
out that these poets bloomed for awhile, but 
that opium effected a direct assault on the 
nervous system that they couldn’t endure 
very long. I didn’t want to be responsible for 
turning my students on!


You were in the tradition of W alter 
Pater, who retracted the conclusion to 
The Renaissance.


Writers in the drug culture were all “burning 
with a hard gem-like flame”— and burning 
out quickly.
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C o r n e ll


Your first published essays, I believe, 
were in science. Could you describe the 
scientific work that led up to them?


My first course at Harvard was in the summer 
session, when my friend Don McGranahan, a 
psychologist, and I taught The Psychology of 
Literature. When America went to war in 1941, 
S. S. Stevens, a distinguished psychologist, was 
asked by the Armed Forces to form a laborato
ry to solve the problem of vocal communica
tions in noisy environments. Stevens asked me 
to join the lab. I said I didn’t know anything 
about the subject. He told me, “Neither does 
anyone else. I’m looking for people who are 
bright, and you think like a scientist.” So I 
joined the Psycho-Acoustic Laboratory, as it 
was named. We worked on all aspects o f voice 
communications. At the time, the reports I 
wrote were graded secret, but after the war, one 
or two of them got to be published.


Your team developed the Abel Baker 
Charlie code.


That was one aspect of what we had to do. We 
tested communications equipment for the 
components which most accurately conveyed 
messages over background noise. We also 
devised experiments to develop verbal codes 
that were highly audible in noise. As part of 
that project we revised the verbal equivalents of 
letters of the alphabet, to eliminate words that 
are easily garbled or mistaken for each other.
We also developed a list of highly audible code 
names for identifying military field stations—  
names selected for their audibility, without 
regard to their meanings. There were various 
oddities in this highly audible list which Bill 
Mauldin, the war cartoonist, picked up on right 
away. In a cartoon in Stars and Stripes a month 
or two after we disseminated this list, he drew 
GI Joe in a foxhole, water up to his neck, 
stubbly beard, stump of cigar in his mouth, 
saying into a telephone, “Hello, Daffodil? This 
is Narcissus." I met Bill Mauldin afterwards 
and I reminded him of that cartoon. He 
published with W. W. Norton, my publisher 
also, and I met him at the Norton offices.


Had you m et your wife Ruth by 
this time?
I met her when I was on vacation from college 
in Long Branch. She lived in New York City 
and had a summer place in New Jersey; we met 
there when she was fourteen and a half. I didn’t 
marry her then; we let a few years pass.


W hat brought you to Cornell?


I was offered a job by Cornell just after the 
war, and the only thing I knew about it came 
from a Saturday Evening Post article, a 
double-page spread showing the outside 
platform in Willard Straight which is still in 
use. It displayed tables with Cinzano umbrellas 
and undergraduates sitting there luxuriously 
sipping a tall drink, a view of Cayuga Lake in 
the distance. I said to myself, “Is this Eden, or 
an American university?” So I decided to go 
for an interview, and was charmed by the place.


Today it’s a m ark of academic prestige 
to move often and bargain for salaries, 
but you didn’t go that route, you’ve been 
here ever since.
There were other possibilities, o f course, but I 
withstood all the assaults.


W hat did you like about the place 
besides the beautiful views?
Well, I never met the distinguished American 
historian Carl Becker— he died soon after I 
arrived— but The Heavenly City o f  the 
Eighteenth Century Philosophers was one of 
the great books when I was a graduate student,
I read it and greatly admired it, so I had that 
association. And I read his essay on freedom 
and responsibility at Cornell and his history of 
Cornell— its founders and founding— which 
were first given as Messenger Lectures. Those 
are marvelous writings. He speaks of the 
revelation when he came here from the 
Midwest that everybody left you to yourself, 
you had to be responsible for yourself; and I 
think that was the atmosphere here which 
made an old university like Harvard seem a 
litde stuffy. It was free and easy at Cornell, 
and I liked it.


There were really extraordinary people here 
during my early years. You don’t recognize this 
kind of thing until you look back, when it’s too 
late. There was a time, for example, when, a 
few yards from my office in Goldwin Smith, 
there was Vladimir Nabokov, whom I don’t 
need to expatiate on; David Daiches, one of the 
most brilliant, quick-witted, charming people in 
the world, a great after-dinner speaker; and 
Morris Bishop, not only a famous historian and 
French scholar but one of the great American 
wits, to my mind still the best light verse writer 
in America. And there were others. Robert M. 
Adams was located a little farther down the 
hall— another brilliant writer and critic. When 
you walked into the hall you could hear a 
typewriter clicking at one end and a typewriter 
clicking at the other— with the smell o f my 
pipe smoke in the middle (I gave up my pipe 
about twenty years ago). At one end was Bob 
Adams, who never stopped typing; at the other 
end was David Daiches, who stopped typing 
only to talk once in a while. And they drove 
you crazy because you knew they were just 
churning out this fine prose.


You typed at a slower rate.


I didn’t type, I wrote longhand. I like the feel 
of the flow of the prose under my pencil; I only 
wished it flowed a little faster.


Readers of The Mirror and the Lamp will 
be interested to know you didn’t write 
fast enough. That, of course, was your 
second book, which made you interna
tionally famous, it’s not an exaggeration 
to say. How did that project evolve?


It started as a Ph.D. thesis at Harvard, 
following a seminar run by Professor Theodore 
Spencer— it was fashionable then to deal with 
literature in decades, and this was about the
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decade of the 1830s. I got interested in 
romanticism and romantic theory. When I was 
working with I. A. Richards I also became 
interested in the use of metaphor— that was one 
of his hobbyhorses— and he had me read 
various people who wrote on metaphor. The 
thesis already had the title The Mirror and the 
Lamp, which is a quotation from Yeats, and it 
covered the waterfront— theories of literature, 
but also theories of criticism. It filled two very 
fat volumes, I’m ashamed now to say. Anyway,
I threw away the second volume on theories of 
criticism and expanded The Mirror and the 
Lamp to deal with all sorts o f other matters, but 
I was stuck with that title. M ost people think I 
deal with only two metaphors, the mirror and 
the lamp; actually I deal with all kinds of 
metaphors having to do with literature and the 
creative mind, such as the growing plant. It’s a 
dangerous thing, a title; even people who have 
actually read the book think it deals only with 
what the title specifies.


You started The English Literary  
Tradition, a two-semester course that is 
still the closest the English Department 
has to a required core course. Could you 
describe how that developed, and its 
relation to The Norton Anthology of 
English Literature, of which you’re the 
general editor?


When I came to teach at Cornell it was in the 
heyday of the New Criticism, which was 
anti-historical in its tendencies, and dealt with 
the isolated poem as such. I felt that a really 
important aspect of a student’s introduction to 
literature is the treatment o f literature in the 
order in which it was written, where you deal 
with the earlier poets before you deal with the 
later poets, who set themselves up against their 
predecessors or in important ways learned from 
them. When I first came to Cornell there was 
only one general survey course, in which you 
read five authors in chronological order, but 
you left out enormous chunks of literary histo
ry. David Daiches and I decided to inaugurate 
an inclusive survey course; he taught the first 
half and I the second. When he left I taught the 
whole course, with assistants that took over the 
third meeting of each week in small sections.


Then I remember a man came to my office—  
George Brockway, president of W. W. Norton. 
He’d gone to see Bob Elias, who’d been at 
Williams College with him, about editing a 
new kind of anthology, or an old kind of survey 
anthology in a new form. Bob told him I taught 
such a course. It turned out Brockway had 
appointed an earlier team of editors, but it had 
fallen apart. I remember he said, “If you take 
this on you can pick your own team, but there’s 
one person of the original group— the only one 
smart,enough to ask for an advance or royalties. 
We couldn't fire him because we can’t afford 
it!” So I said, “Who is that person?” and he said, 
“David Daiches.” I said, “My God, he’s the man 
I developed this course with! Nothing could 
make me happier.” So David was the one 
carry-over to the new team. Bob Adams also


served on that team. They were a first-rate 
group of scholars and critics. I thought 
we’d spend a year to do the job, but four 
long years passed between the incipience 
and conclusion of the first edition, and 
boy, it was hard work— the selection of 
what to include, the footnoting, writing 
the historical and biographical headnotes.
So we got it out, expecting it might sell 
perhaps ten thousand copies, and the first 
year it sold a hundred thousand copies—  
something fantastic like that— and it’s 
never slackened, through its many 
succeeding editions.


W hat’s new about the latest edition?


It’s still basically the major English 
writers, with lesser writers that establish 
a literary and social context. There are 
now many more readings of an historical 
and cultural nature. We also have an 
inventory of supplementary materials 
online, that students are directed to.
These include many hundreds of full- 
color illustrations that were not included 
in the volumes of the text, because we 
didn’t want to displace literature proper. 
We also have an audio which is given out 
with the anthology— two disks that 
include poets, from Tennyson and 
Seamus Heaney, reading their own 
poems, poems written to be set to music, 
and poems written in Old and Middle 
English, or in a later dialect unfamiliar to 
the student.


How have students changed over 
the years since you first began 
teaching?


I ’ve found students to be remarkably 
unchanging over the years, despite the 
changes in the cultural scene. There’s a 
tendency to assume they’re not as bright 
or as well prepared as they used to be, 
but I think that’s a judgm ent which 
comes with aging. There was a peculiar
ly exciting tim e at universities just after 
the Second World War, when the GI Bill 
funded all kinds of mature students, 
many of them already married, and they 
were a wonderful group to teach. There 
were, however, some problems. I 
remember some students concocted a 
scheme to make extra money by selling 
examination questions. The students 
found a way to pilfer examinations 
from departmental offices; they 
duplicated the exams and sold them 
for five dollars apiece.


In my early years at Cornell, we were 
one of the very few major Eastern univer
sities that was coeducational. If a girl 
wanted to come to a co-ed university in 
the East, Cornell was the obvious choice. 
And the result was we really got an 
inordinate percentage of the brightest 
girls in the country.


In “Tintern Abbey,” 
William Wordsworth 
(1770-1850) described 
his mature feelings o f  
pleasure in nature: 
“Therefore am 1 still 
A lover o f  the meadows 
and the woods 
And mountains; and of  
all that we behold 
From this green earth; 
o f all the mighty world 
O f eye, and ear, — both 
what they half create 
and what perceive."


“This Green Earth: The 
Vision of Nature in the 
Romantic Poets”
If one knows anything about the 
romantic poets it is that they are nature 
poets, that they introduced into the 
literary realm an extraordinary emphasis 
on the natural world and an unprecedent
ed set of attitudes toward that world. 
Wordsworth’s poem “Tintern Abbey,” 
which he wrote when he was 28 years 
old, can be accredited with establishing 
the basic attitudes we think of as 
distinctively romantic. The poem 
introduced, that is, what is sometimes 
called the romantic myth of nature, that 
is the representation of nature as in 
some sense a living thing in whose life 
human beings participate and whose life 
is referred to as “the one life." “The one 
life within us and abroad” is the
Coleridge phrase. The poem also exem


plifies what is sometimes called the “romantic religion of 
nature;” that is, “Tintern Abbey” seems to transfer to this 
green world certain features, together with the appropriate 
feelings of reverence, awe, and sacredness, that human 
beings and the Hebraic/ Christian culture had earlier reserved 
exclusively for God.


My aim today is to identify some of the ways in which the 
romantic poets were genuinely innovative in their treatment 
of “this green earth,” and then to go on to claim that such 
treatment— the romantic myth of nature if you will— is not 
an outmoded phenomenon of mainly historical interest. My 
claim instead is that the kind of stance and attitudes toward 
nature expressed by the romantics is of central, indeed of 
crucial, import to us today, and relevant to some of our most 
pressing contemporary concerns. Such an import becomes 
clear if we simply substitute for the romantic term “nature” the 
modern term “environment,” and if we substitute, for the 
romantic concept of “the one life”— the myth of the one life in 
which human beings are interrelated with nature— the current 
concept “ecology,” a term that wasn’t even invented until the 
1860s and refers to the complex interrelations of human 
beings with other living things and all living beings with each 
other and with the physical environment.


We know today that nature, our biological and physical 
environment, is under severe stress. We are polluting, often 
poisoning, our soil, air, and water. We are rapidly depleting 
this green earth of its greenery, its forests and plains. We 
are exterminating at an increasing pace plant and animal 
species which, once lost, can never be reconstituted, and at 
a frightening rate we are overpopulating this crowded world. 
We, or anyway many of us, know these things from what 
the ecological scientists tell us as well as from obvious 
personal observation. But simply to know such things on 
the intellectual level is not enough. As the romantic poet 
Shelley pointed out in 1821 in his essay, “A Defence of 
Poetry,” “There is no want of knowledge respecting what 
is wisest and best in morals, government and political 
economy.” What we lack, Shelley tells us, is “the creative 
faculty to imagine what we know; we want the generous 
impulse to act that which we imagine; we want the 
poetry of life.”


— M. H. Abrams
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W hen a great writer dies, two things 
close at once— a canon, and a life. 
The work, till now an open-ended 


project, freezes into completeness, taking its 
place in the tradition of great works; but the 
life, incomplete as all lives are, breaks off, 
leaving the usual blank behind.


For awhile this spring, following the winter of 
his death, it seemed that Archie Ammons was 
as present as ever. Post-its of favorite poems 
clustered on the walls and the doors o f offices 
in Goldwin Smith, and in a glass case, photos 
of the familiar face still beamed, though in 
news-color gray. Around town, the same face, 
more pensive but sketched in the same shade of 
gray, graced the cover of a special issue of 
Ithaca’s local review, Bookpress. W. H. Auden 
famously wrote of the death of Yeats, “He 
became his admirers”; but Auden was distin
guishing the mere personal life from the words 
that survive and are “modified in the guts of the 
living.” For those who knew Archie, no such 
distinction was possible. Sooner or later we 
have had to come to grips with how hugely he 
mattered as a poet and a teacher and a friend—  
a hugeness both of what we have lost and of 
what he left behind.


“He has given many of us the words with which 
we will continue to think about nature, art, 
death, life, and a good deal else,” says Don 
Randel, former Cornell Provost. Certainly 
Archie gave us words for mourning. His work is 
suffused with a profound sense of the insubstan
tiality of human existence amidst the impersonal


processes of nature and time. In the early poems, 
bones scatter in the sand and bodies drift and 
dissolve in the wind. In his first published poem, 
the speaker declares, “I am Ezra”— at once the 
name of a Biblical prophet, a famous poet, and a 
classmate who was killed in a car wreck— as 
though Archie attained poetic speech by assum
ing the name and body of the non-living. In the 
great lyric “Easter Morning” (from A Coast o f  
Trees), he describes his relationship to the twin 
brother who died in a “mishap” by the side of a 
road: “I stand on the stump/ of a child, whether 
myself/ or my little brother who died and/ yell 
as far as I can, I cannot leave this place, for/ for 
me it is the dearest and the worst,/ it is life near
est to life which is/ life lost.” “Nature includes 
too much,” he wrote grimly in another poem, 
“and art cannot include enough." Yet for Archie, 
nature that includes death is a totality so vast 
that within its circumference, death is no more a 
finality than life. “This is just a place,” he wrote 
in the beautiful elegy for his friend Mae Noblitt. 
Like a musical motif, those five words dance 
through the poem’s stanzas, gathering connota
tions, until they stand at the end charged with 
the force of a benediction.


And so it is natural for one to grieve for Archie 
through his own words, revisiting favorite 
poems, hearing again not only the words but the 
living voice. “The way he blends thorny 
abstraction, melodious descant, scientific preci
sion, casual chatter, and even locker room talk 
into a completely recognizable voice is miracu
lous,” says Roger Gilbert, a critic and longtime 
colleague. At the same time, “for a poet as pro


lific as Archie, he was amazingly gregarious, 
often sitting in his office with the door open just 
waiting for visitors to drop by for a chat. He 
hosted a weekly discussion in the Temple of 
Zeus for poets, and was incredibly welcoming 
to newcomers, no matter what level they were 
at. I’ve never known anyone as addicted to con
versation. I suspect that his poetry was really a 
refinement and intensification of the unbuttoned 
everyday talk he loved so much. Many morn
ings as I’d pass through Zeus to get my coffee 
I’d decline Archie’s invitations to sit and 
schmooze for a few minutes, explaining that I 
had to go prepare my class (which I did). I’d 
give anything to go back and have those missed 
conversations now.”


This intimacy of speech, common to both the 
man and the work, accounts for the most mov
ing moment in Archie’s memorial service, held 
last April 29 in Sage Chapel. After a brief remi
niscence by Jim McConkey, a speaker said, 
“Thanks, Jim— isn’t he a charmer? . . . Am I 
coming through all right?” The voice was 
Archie’s, recorded on a tape prepared by the 
English departmental administrator, Marianne 
Marsh. Archie then read “In Memoriam Mae 
Noblitt,” followed by the second surprise-—his 
fluid, graceful rendition of the hymn, “Shall 
We Gather by the River.”


It is a safe bet that the voice of A. R. Ammons 
will be “coming through” for as long as the 
English language is read.


— Paul Sawyer


The Am m ons m em orial issue o f Bookpress, with a  lead  article by  R o g er Gilbert, is available online at 
bookpress @ thebookery.com.
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how ever m uch w e learn, tho, w e m ay  
grow  daunted  by our d ism issib ility


in  so sizab le a place: do our gods  
p en etrate  th ose  reach es, or do all


th ose  o ther p laces have th e ir  godly  
nativ ities: or i f  the grea test god


is the stilln ess  all th e  m otions add  
up to, th en  w e m ust in elu ctab ly  be


included: perhaps a dribble o f  
w hat-is is w hat w hat-is is: it is


n ice  to be inclu ded , e sp ec ia lly  from  
so m inor a pew: p lease  turn, in  yr


hym nals, to  page “A rchie carry in g  on  
again”: he w ill have it h is  w ay


thou gh  he has no c lu e w h at h is  w ay  
is: after such  p artic ip ation s as


th at w ith  the sh rill ow l in the  
spruce at four in  the m orn ing  w ith


the snow  ended  and th e  m oon com e  
out, how  am  I sagely  to depart from


all b ein g  (un iverse and all—by 
th a t I m ean m ateria l and im m aterial


stuff) w ith ou t ca llin g  out—ju st a 
m inute, am  I not to  know  at last


w hat lie s  over th e  hill: over the  
ridge th ere , over the laps o f  the


ocean , and out beyond the p lasm as  
o f  th e  su n’s w ind s, and w ay out


w here th e  bang still bubbles in the  
lon gest risings: no, no: I m ust


get p eanu t butter  and soda crackers  
and th e  righ t shoe so les (for ice)


and leave som eth in g  for m y son  and  
leave th ese  lin es, poor th in gs, to


you, if  you w ill have them , can th ey  
do you any good, m y trad e for m y


harm  in  th e  world: com e, le t’s 
celebrate: it w ill all be over


—A. R. Ammons 
Excerpt from Glare (1997)


I


Litter on a door celebrates Archie’s National Book 
Award fo r  Garbage (1973).







The Future °fM inority Studies
by Kenneth McClane


This November Cornell will be the site of a 
conference entitled “The Future of Minority 
Studies: Redefining Identity Politics,” involv
ing a distinguished group of literary scholars, 
historians, psychologists, and philosophers 
from Cornell and elsewhere. The event is 
hosted by the English Department and the 
Minority and Third World Studies faculty, a 
group of department members who teach 
courses in African and African-American,
South Asian, Asian-American, Native 
American, Latino, Pacific, and Caribbean 
literatures. The conference will pose such 
urgent theoretical questions as, “W hat is the 
epistemic and the political significance of iden
tity?” and, “Is a focus on identity-based strug
gles incompatible with our belief in moral uni- 
versalism?” We expect the questions to encour
age stimulating discussion ranging from ethics 
and epistemology to political theory 
and literary analysis.


The Cornell conference comes at a time of cri
sis in the history of Minority Studies. Recently, 
there have been many attacks on the legitimacy 
o f identity as an analytical concept. Some


Abrams, continued from  page 3


Speaking of students, you once told me a 
story about a gifted student you had, 
named Thom as Pynchon.


I was teaching a course in 18th-century literature 
and got a paper on Voltaire’s Candide and 
Johnson’s Rasselas which was brilliant— clearly 
beyond the capacity of an undergraduate. I 
couldn’t think of where it could have been 
plagiarized from, so I did the canny thing; I 
wrote on it, “This is a very interesting paper, 
please come in and talk about it.” A pencil-thin 
young man with a pencil-thin moustache came 
shyly into my office and sat down, and in about 
two minutes it was clear he had written the 
essay. This was Thomas Pynchon. I only then 
recognized him as the author of materials that 
were later included in his first book V, and 
which had been printed in the student publica
tion of the time. 1 said to him, “Which honors 
seminar are you taking?” and he said, “I’m not 
taking an honors seminar.” “Why?” “Because 
I’m not good enough,” he said. I think the 
remark was perfectly genuine; he had no high 
opinion of himself. That was my first, almost my 
last meeting with Tom Pynchon.


You did the bulk of your work before 
the advent of those critical methodolo
gies from continental Europe that came 
to be nicknamed “theory.” W hat 
thoughts do you have now about the 
Age of Theory?


“Theory” of various kinds has been expounded 
by people who are extremely bright and inven-


scholars complain about the difficulty of scruti
nizing what they think must be “ineffable 
essences” ; others chastise “identity politics”— 
sometimes with good reason— for being unnec
essarily separatist. Still, many of us know that 
our identities as, say, Black persons or as les
bians, shape our work powerfully, just as they 
influence our lives. If the last few years have 
taught us anything, it is that the notion of iden
tity remains as ill-understood by the academy 
as it is undeniably axiomatic to many of us.
Far too often, minority students are told that 
their identification with a specific communi
ty— that they, for example, grew up in Harlem 
or are gay— is immaterial. And yet their 
education at their grandmother’s knee, the 
truths they’ve gleaned from experience, those 
things they have suffered and triumphed over, 
are inheritances that need to be respected and 
interrogated. This knowledge permits these 
students to understand much about power, 
authority, and the value of connection; it, in 
truth, gives them the gift of themselves. They 
know as much (however remotely), and yet 
they have no ready language for celebration.


tive, but I think they are four-fifths on the 
wrong track; the remaining fifth, on the other 
hand, will leave a permanent mark on our 
thinking about literature and intellection in 
general. W hat I most oppose, in some types of 
theory, is that they eventuate in a radical 
skepticism about concepts and criteria that we 
live by. “Everything is a social construct.”
Well, every concept is indeed a social con
struct, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t valid. The 
tendency is to assume that anything that is a 
human construct lacks a sound foundation, 
which leaves you with only one alternative: 
either something is an absolute— a totally 
unconditional foundation— or else it is 
vulnerable to skeptical deconstruction. I myself 
don’t believe in absolutes, but then you don’t 
need absolutes; adequate assurance is enough 
for us to rely on and live by. I was much struck 
by a passage by the American philosopher 
William James, about the philosophical search 
for an absolute: “The cold perfection of the 
absolute moves me as little as I move it.”
But I’ve written about these topics in a 
number of essays that doubtless are gathering 
dust on library shelves.


After you retired, you certainly didn’t 
stop thinking and writing. Could you say 
a word about your latest project?


I have a hobbyhorse that I ’ve been riding for 
the last several years; I call it “the fourth 
dimension of a poem.” Critics usually attend to 
three dimensions: the visual dimension (the


But why don’t they? How can we argue 
productively for the value of identity as a 
provident source for knowledge, and how can 
we make certain that the important work that 
minority scholars undertake reaches those who 
most need to learn from it? These are the 
important theoretical and practical questions—  
crucial ones for all of us who wish to live 
responsibly in a multi-ethnic world— that the 
conference seeks to address.


The event at Cornell is part of a year-long 
bicoastal research project conceived by two of 
our former English graduate students, Paula 
M oya (now a professor at Stanford) and 
Michael Hames-Garcia (now a professor at 
SUNY Binghamton), together with Linda 
Alcoff (Professor of Philosophy at Syracuse 
University) and Satya Mohanty (Cornell). It is 
undergirded by a fine new anthology of schol
arly essays, Reclaiming Identity: Realist 
Theory and the Predicament o f  Postmodernism 
(University of California Press, 2000), edited 
by Moya and Hames-Garcia. The project also 
includes a major conference at Stanford as well 
as related symposia at Binghamton. ■
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cues offered by the look of a poem on the 
printed page); the auditory dimension (how it 
sounds to the ear); and the dimension of the 
meaning of the words that constitute the poem. 
There is also a fourth, the articulative dimen
sion (the physical activity of enunciating the 
language of the poem, either aloud or silently 
to ourselves). This dimension is largely 
overlooked, but it plays an important part in the 
experience and impact of a poem. In 
conversation, w e’ve become so habituated to 
enunciating words and phrases that our 
perception of this dimension has been dulled or 
obliterated, but major poets know, whether or 
not deliberately, how to exploit this factor in 
their poetry. In good poems, what we perceive 
as the just-right word or phrase is in part 
determined by the physical enunciation and 
gesture— the position, tension, and change of 
position of the tongue, the touch of the tongue 
in various parts of our mouth, the shape and 
size of the oral opening, the resonance of the 
utterance in the throat or nose, and so on. I 
hope to write about these and other important 
aspects o f the fourth poetic dimension in the 
near future.


One last question: W hat is the secret of 
your continuing good health?


Not worrying about it! ■







N e w  Fa c u l ty Fa c u l ty  N o t e s


James Eli Adams returned to the department 
last fall as a professor of English. He earned 
his undergraduate degrees from the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology and 
Oxford University (where he was a Rhodes 
Scholar) and received his Ph.D. at Cornell in 
1987. He then taught at 
the University of 
Rochester and Indiana 
University, where for 
seven years he co-edited 
Victorian Studies, the 
main journal for schol
ars of Victorian history 
and culture. He has pub
lished and reviewed 
widely on Victorian top
ics, though he is best known for his work on 
Victorian masculinity. His book Dandies and 
Desert Saints: Styles o f  Victorian Masculinity 
(Cornell, 1995) was named a Choice 
Outstanding Academic Book for the year. He 
is also editor (with Andrew Miller) of 
Sexualities in Victorian Britain (Indiana,
1996). He is currently writing A History o f  
Victorian Literature, commissioned by 
Blackwell for a new ten-volume History of 
British Literature. His teaching interests range 
widely, as his lineup for the 2001-2002 aca
demic year may suggest: a first-year writing 
seminar on mystery stories, a 200-level course 
in children’s literature, a 300-level course on 
the nineteenth-century British novel, and a 
graduate seminar on Victorian poetry.


Laura Donaldson, a Cherokee from 
Oklahoma and California, joined the depart
ment last fall as a professor of English after 
six years at the University of Iowa. She 
graduated from Guilford College and received 
her Ph.D. in Historical Theology from 
Vanderbilt. She works 
at the intersection of 
American Indian stud
ies, postcolonialism, 
women’s studies, and 
religious studies. She 
is the author of 
Decolonizing 
Feminisms: Race,
Gender, and Empire- 
Building (1992) and the 
editor (with Kwok Pui Lan) of 
Postcolonialism, Feminism, Religious 
Discourse, which is forthcoming this fall from 
Routledge. A third book, The Skin o f  God: 
American Indian Writing as Colonial 
Technology and Post-Colonial Appropriation, 
is under contract to the University of North 
Carolina Press. In her first year at Cornell she 
taught a graduate course in American Indian 
women’s writing and an undergraduate semi
nar, Gender, Race, and the Law; she has also 
been appointed a fellow of Akwe:kon, the 
Native American program house at Cornell. 
She and her husband are the owners of 
Badger Creek FlyTying, a fly-fishing and 
fly-tying company that can be accessed online 
at eflytyer.com.


R etired


Uarr\ \dam s retired this spring after ihirty-eight years at Cornell. He graduated from 
Boston College and took his graduate degrees at the University of North Carolina before 
coining to Cornell as an instructor in English, specializing in Renaissance drama. His 
work includes a critical edition of John Bale’s King Johan (1969) and the book Comings


to-Know: Recognition and the Complex Plot in 
S h a k e sp e a re  (1999), which looks particularly at the 
function of anagnorisis in the comedies. Early on, 
he showed himself to be a talented administrator; he 
was made chair of the department at the age of 35, 
and later served as Vice Provost for Undergraduate 
Education (1984-87) and Director of the Religious 
Studies Program (1991-1995), which he helped 
to found. His recent stint as Director of 
Undergraduate Studies, during which he made 
valuable contributions to a re-thinking of the 
undergraduate curriculum, was typical of his 
devotion to Cornell, to the department, and to the 
life of students. He is a Renaissance man not 
only in the range of his interests but also in his 
distinctive courtoisie— the sign of an instinctive 
generosity and decency that will be greatly missed.


Jonathan Culler has been voted a fellow 
of the American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences.


Roger Gilbert has co-edited (with Jeffrey 
Robinson and Anne Wallace) The Walker’s 
Literary Companion, a selection from the 
works of famous literary walkers, and The 
Quotable Walker, both from Breakaway 
Books. (A reading from the first of these 
books was also the occasion of A. R. 
Ammons’s last public appearance.)


Alison Lurie’s latest book is Familiar 
Spirits (Viking, 2001), a memoir of the 
poet James Merrill and his companion 
David Jackson, which details how the two 
men’s personalities informed The 
Changing Light at Sandover, Merrill’s long 
poem on the spirit world.


Scott McMillin has edited The First 
Quarto o f  Othello for Cambridge 
University Press.


Satya M ohanty’s Literary Theory and the 
Claims o f  History: Postmodernism, 
Objectivity, Multicultural Politics (Cornell 
University Press, 1997) outlines a realist 
theory of social identity and multicultural 
politics, showing why radical moral univer- 
salism and cultural diversity need to be 
seen as complementary, rather than com
peting, ideals.


Robert Morgan’s new volume of poems, 
Topsoil Road (Louisiana State University 
Press, 2000) includes poems that range 
across the history of the Carolinas from the 
days of the Cherokee to the lifetime of the 
poet’s father. His best-selling novel Gap 
Creek won the Southern Book Critics 
Circle Award and The Appalachian Writers 
Association Book of the Year. Morgan’s 
third novel, This Rock (forthcoming in 
September from Algonquin Books of 
Chapel Hill), continues the lives of the 
widow and her two sons from The Truest 
Pleasure. Hank, the young husband in Gap 
Creek, is a carpenter in the new novel.


Tim Murray, Director of Graduate Studies 
in Film and Video at Cornell, has just 
become a coeditor of Ctheory Multimedia, 
a new media site for electronic art projects 
and new media theory published and host
ed by the Cornell University Library’s 
Electronic Publishing Program. Ctheory 
Multimedia publishes semi-annual collec
tions of electronic art and theory organized 
around conceptual themes.


Steve Parrish has edited the third edition 
of the Norton Critical Edition of Jane 
Austen’s Emma.







Le t t e r  f r o m  t h e  C h a ir


When I was a college student, a standing joke 
among my peers was that, if  you required an 
explanation for any aspect o f the history of 
England (say, in an exam), you could always 
reach for the phrase, “the rise of the middle 
classes.” Likewise, academic departments are 
always reliably described as being in “a state 
of transition.” The transition currently most 
vivid to me as Chair involves our personnel.
We are seeing an increasing number of new 
faces in faculty meetings these days. Partly 
this is a matter o f demography. We have had 
few retirements in the last twenty years; we 
can expect quite a few in the period that lies 
ahead. Then, too, for whatever reason, mobili
ty in our profession seems on the upswing 
(from what, at Cornell at least, has been an 
exceptionally stable baseline). Sometimes this 
mobility favors us. We are pleased to welcome 
Shirley Samuels back into our ranks, after a 
one-year stint in a named chair o f American 
Literature at Delaware. In the coming year, our 
American wing will be further strengthened by 
the arrival of Kate McCullough, who works in 
nineteenth-century American Literature, and 
Nicole Waligora-Davis, who specializes in 
African-American Literature. Into the 
Americanist debit column must go (at least for 
the present) Mark Seltzer, who is off to test the 
waters o f an endowed professorship at UCLA. 
Mary Jacobus, who left us two years ago on a 
similar mission, has decided to remain at 
Cambridge, where she is one of the four 
named professors of English. But (to move to 
the opposite column), we expect with great 
enthusiasm the arrival o f a major American 
poet, Alice Fulton, who will join us in the 
Spring. She comes to us from Michigan, where 
her teaching has been enviable. Her poetry is 
superb. We’re lucky to have her.


One transition has come to an end. This year 
we weathered the migration of half the depart
ment from Rockefeller to Goldwin Smith 
Hall. It’s good to be in one building. In a few 
weeks, hammering and dust will again be our 
lot, but in much smaller doses, as our existing 
departmental lounge expands to become a fine 
new room, suitable for lectures, readings, 
and receptions.


The importance of such events to our depart
ment is considerable. They are a mainstay of 
our creative writing program, providing inspira
tion to students and faculty members alike. 
Since it was endowed by the Rosenzweig fami
ly twenty years ago, the Robert Chasen Poetry 
Reading Series has featured major poets, 
including such luminaries as John Ashbery, 
Richard Wilbur, and Li-Young Lee. The Chasen 
series now alternates with the McConkey 
Reading, which bring writers o f prose fiction to 
campus in honor of Jim McConkey, Professor


Emeritus o f English, through the support of 
Fred Parkin, ’63, a former student of Jim ’s.
Tim O ’Brien gave the first McConkey lecture 
two years ago. He made his presence felt 
beyond the lecture hall, as he offered a collo
quium on writing open to undergraduate and 
graduate students, lunched with our MFAs, was 
a lively presence at the reception that followed, 
and finished off the day with further conviviali
ty with the MFAs. This fall we look forward to 
a McConkey reading by Tobias Wolff, author 
of This B oy’s Life, In Pharaoh's Army, and sev
eral collections of short stories, the most recent 
of which is The Night in Question.


On the literary-critical side of things, the Paul 
Gottschalk Memorial Lecture has been given 
annually for the past twenty-two years, by such 
distinguished lecturers as Ian Watt, Stanley 
Cavell, Marjorie Garber, and our own M. H. 
Abrams. This year’s Gottschalk lecture was 
delivered by Stephen Greenblatt, the premier 
scholar and critic of Renaissance literature in 
the world. The Gottschalk lectures have recent
ly been joined by the Harder Lecture Series, 
endowed by Torrance Harder ’65, in honor of 
his father and mother, both Comellians. The 
Harder lectures are a joint venture with the 
Cornell Plantations. They explore the relation
ship between English literature and nature and 
are given by a member of our department. Thus 
far, Harder Lectures have been delivered by


Joel Porte, Robert Morgan, M. H. Abrams, and 
Jim McConkey. This year’s lecturer will be 
Alison Lurie.


The audience for these major readings and lec
tures far exceeds the capacity of the room 
being crafted for us in Goldwin Smith Hall. 
Smaller events, however, have their own part to 
play in the life o f the department, and for these 
our new room will be perfect. Our creative 
writing program sponsors readings, some of 
them by our MFA students, on what approach
es a weekly basis. Lectures by literary critics 
on everything from the fiction of Robert Louis 
Stevenson to the poetry of medieval Ireland 
also occur with some frequency. Faculty mem
bers and staff have had to endure considerable 
wear and tear in seeking venues for these 
events. It will be good to put their energy to 
more productive purposes. Wherever they are 
held and whatever their size, lectures by visi
tors and the receptions that follow cost some
thing. Donations from the Friends of English 
keep these events alive. We hope to see you at 
some of them, and we appreciate your support. 
Dates and times should, technology willing, be 
available on our Web page (www.arts.comell. 
edu/english/index.html).


A. R. Ammons died early this spring. For near
ly forty years, he was a presence in the depart
ment and the halls of Goldwin Smith. It was a 
remarkable feeling to be in the neighborhood 
of one of the century’s great poets, not that he 
ever reminded you of this by word or 
demeanor. On April 29, we held a memorial 
service in Sage Chapel. We listened to Archie’s 
poems, read by people close to him (including 
our incoming poet, Alice Fulton), interspersed 
with a few reminiscences. It was an afternoon 
none of us will forget.


— Harry E. Shaw
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Alison Lurie: 
Looking Back
PAUL SAWYER


Alison Lurie, one of the most widely celebrated living 
American novelists, is retiring from Cornell after nearly 
three decades as a teacher of literature and creative 
writing. She is the author of nine works of fiction, 
with a tenth due for publication in June. Her fifth novel, 
The War Between the Tates (1974), was set in Ithaca and 
became a best-seller; her seventh novel, Foreign Affairs, 
won the Pulitzer Prize in 1985. She has also written 
several works for children, a study of children’s literature 
called Don’t Tell the Grown-Ups, a social history of 
clothing, and articles in the New York Review of Books 
and other magazines; and she has edited a collection 
called Clever Gretchen and Other Forgotten Folktales— 
stories whose heroines are neither helpless nor dull 
but, as she writes, can “defeat giants, answer riddles, 
outwit the Devil, and rescue their friends and relatives 
from all sorts of dangers and evil spells.” In the follow
ing interview she looks back over her two careers 
as writer and teacher.


Paul Sawyer: You've taught at Cornell since 1969. 
What changes have you noticed in the undergraduates 
over that time?


Alison Lurie: They haven't changed all that 
much essentially. They have remained intelligent, 
lively, with wide interests—they are the kind of 
students professors love. When I began to teach, 
many of my students were radicals and hippies; 
they then gradually became more conservative on 
the average. By the early 1980s they were quite 
square, and even right-wing, and then they began 
moving left again. In the early seventies I wanted 
to tell my students that you didn't necessarily 
write better on LSD, and graduate school wasn't 
prison. Ten years later I wanted to tell them to 
loosen up, that grades weren't the only thing in 
the world, and it might not be a bad idea to take 
off a year or two after college and see the world. 
The pendulum swings back and forth.


What’s it been like teaching in the MFA program?


Wonderful. We get the best writers; we take only 
about one out of twelve applicants now. They're 
all different, but all gifted. They have full 
support, and several years in which they have 
lots of time to write, and so many of them go on 
to become fine writers. It’s exciting to teach 
them, and see them being inspired by one 
another. It seems as if every month or so another 
novel or collection of stories by a former Cornell 
MFA is being published. Among current MFA


authors that I've taught, for instance, are Melissa 
Bank, Junot Diaz, Mingfong Ho, Lorrie Moore, 
Nina Revoyr, Stuart O'Nan, Micah Perks, and Julie 
Schumacher—and there are surely others I don't 
know about, including many poets.


Teaching writing to undergraduates is a lot of fun, 
too. They're all intelligent and interesting, and 
some of them have talent. Most of them won't 
become writers themselves, but they become 
good critics and better readers.


is it possible to teach writing in a seminar?


You can't teach innate ability, but you can teach 
some of the standard techniques. You can look 
at someone's writing and suggest other ways of 
doing things—for instance, that there are many 
different possible points of view, and many 
different ways of establishing character. You can 
notice where a writer's strengths and weaknesses 
are. Some people need to work on dialogue, by 
listening to people talk and recording this; others 
need to learn how to make a scene physically 
vivid by appealing to many different senses.


Has being a teacher of writing affected your own work?


No, not directly. But it does tell me what my 
students are reading, what kind of work excites 
them, since I always ask them to bring in passages 
they like. I hear of new writers from them, and 
I keep track of changing tastes. I notice lately, 
for instance, that fewer of my students bring in 
experimental writing, or attempt it themselves— 
they don't read authors I admire like John Barth 
and Donald Barthelme. On the other hand, their 
tastes are becoming much more international— 
they keep up with Asian and Latin American 
literature. This is partly because of the way 
college curriculums have changed; students are 
exposed to a much wider range of literatures, 
even as undergraduates. Literature is much more 
international than it was when I was a student. 
On the other hand, partly because of this, it's 
even harder for a new writer to get published, 
because he or she must compete with other 
authors from all over the world.


continued on page 4







Shakespeare and the Queen’s Men
SCOTT MCMILLIN


TH E
True Tragedie^d


Richarde Duke of
Y orkc, and die death o f good 


KmgHenricthefixt:


VVfeh the whole contention betwecne the two 
Houfes, Lancafter and Yorkc k as ic was 


fundry times aiftedby the Right 
Honourable the Earle 


o f Pembrookehis 
fcruantes.


/


Printed at London by TV.IV. for Vtfm tH Millrngtm^ 
an d a re to b c fo ld  atlji* (noppe v n rr  r  Saint 


Petctt Chutrh In Cornen all,
I  sS o o .


■


G N G L 1SH
AT CORNELL


English a t  Cornell is 
published once a year and is 
sent to graduates and faculty 
members of the Department 
of English. Please send 
correspondence to Paul 
Sawyer, Department of 
English, Cornell University, 
2 52  Goldwin Smith, Ithaca, 
NY 14853-3201. E-mail: 
plsl2@ cornell.edu.


Editor: Paul Sawyer, 
professor of English 


Copy editor: Pat Leary 


Layout: Judy Burns


Cornell University is an equal opportunity, 
affirmative-action educator and employer. 
Printed on recycled paper.
Office of Publications Services 
897 5M GP


CORNELL
U N I V E R S I T Y


hat was Shakespeare doing as a young man, 
during his eight "lost years"? Scott McMillin 
provides an intriguing answer to this 
question that also casts light on the 
origin of his art—what Professor McMillin 


calls the revolution in Tudor 
theatre of the 1590s. This 
essay will be part of a book,
The Queen's Men, coauthored 
with Sally-Beth MacLean of 
the University of Toronto, 
to be published later this year 
by Cambridge University Press.


No one knows when Shakespeare 
first came to London, or with 
which acting company he began 
his career. The "lost years" of the 
Shakespeare biography extend 
from later 1584, when his twins 
were conceived in Stratford, to 
1592, when a popular London 
writer, Robert Greene, complained 
about him as the "only 
Shakescene in a country" and an 
"upstart crow.” What made him 
an upstart for Greene was that 
this common actor had the 
audacity to try writing plays. 
Greene was a playwright, too, 
and he was writing his complaint 
to other playwrights, but none 
of them had started out as mere 
actors. They had all been to 
university instead. But 
Shakespeare was only an actor 
in the first place, and now he 
was pretending that he could 
"bombast out a blank verse" 
with his betters.


Greene does not identify the 
acting company in which this 


piece of braggadocio was being carried out, and 
we have no independent evidence on the matter. 
In 1592 and 1593, not long after the Greene 
attack, some Shakespearean titles occur in the 
repertories being played by Lord Strange's men 
and Sussex's men at the Rose playhouse, so we 
are free to speculate that Shakespeare was with 
those companies, but the first documentary 
evidence is a warrant of payment for him as a 
leading member of a newly formed company 
known as the Chamberlain's men in 1594.


Where he was between 1584 and 1592 is a huge 
question. The "lost years" cover Shakespeare 
between ages twenty and twenty-eight— 
important years in the development of anyone, 
crucial years in the development of a writer. 
Where did that development occur? With which 
company did he launch his acting career, and 
with which company did he take up the writing 
of plays with sufficient impact to draw the ire of 
Robert Greene?


Biographers have long wondered if Shakespeare's 
original acting company might have been the 
most famous organization of the 1580s, the all- 
star troupe that acted under the name of Queen 
Elizabeth herself. Shakespeare was approaching 
his nineteenth birthday when the Queen’s men 
were formed. He was still living in Stratford- 
upon-Avon, where his wife of a few months was


expecting their first 
child in a few weeks.
But the Queen's men 
came to Stratford 
fairly often during 
the mid and later eighties, and Shakespeare must 
have seen their plays as they came through. The 
speculation that he joined up with the company 
on one of their visits has proved impossible for 
scholars to resist. This is the “Hi diddle di di, the 
actor's life for me" theory of Shakespeare's entry 
into the theatre. It assumes that the fascination 
of joining a touring band of famous players was 
so great that he left wife and child in Stratford 
and set out to see the world and make a living in 
the theatre. He could have joined any company 
that played Stratford, of course, but a touch of 
documentary support for the Queen's men was 
added in 1961 when it was discovered that a 
leading member of the Queen's men, William 
Knell, had been killed in a fight shortly before 
the company came to Stratford in 1587. (He had 
been killed by another member of the Queen's 
men—to be in an all-star troupe was not to be on 
Cloud 9.) Did Shakespeare take the late Knell's 
place and go to London with the Queen’s men? 
The speculation has been hard to resist, but 
while it is true that Knell died and that 
Shakespeare got to London, there is no evidence 
that Shakespeare got to London because Knell 
died. And the probability of an unknown from 
a country town replacing a leading actor of the 
day is not strong.


Here is some circumstantial evidence to ponder. 
The plots of six of Shakespeare's known plays are 
closely related to the plots of plays performed by 
the Queen's men. There are nine extant Queen's- 
men plays. Four of these are about English 
history. The Troublesome Reign o f John, The True 
Tragedy o f Richard III, King Leir, and The Famous 
Victories of Henry V. These are the Queen's men 
plays holding close resemblances to 
Shakespearean plays: King John resembles The 
Troublesome Reign virtually scene for scene. King 
Lear and Richard III cover the same stories as King 
Leir and The True Tragedy of Richard III. The 
sequence of I Henry IV, 2 Henry IV, and Henry V 
is in part an elaborate version of the material 
covered in The Famous Victories of Henry V.
The plays of the Queen's men are the largest 
theatrical source of Shakespeare's plots—if they 
came first and are not themselves reactions to 
the Shakespeare texts. For there is a "bad quarto 
theory” current in modern textual scholarship, 
which holds that some printed plays were stolen 
from "good" originals and, as the theory falls 
out, the "good" versions always came from 
Shakespeare and came before the "bad" stolen 
versions. The Queen's men plays that bear 
resemblance to Shakespearean plays have 
been called "bad" quartos stolen from the 
Shakespearean originals, but no one has 
explained who the thieves were, how they 
practiced their stealth, or why they should have 
had contact with the Queen's men, who were 
the most famous actors of their time and not 
much in need of petty criminals.


The fact is that the four Queen’s men plays in 
question all appeared in print before their 
Shakespearean counterparts. They were probably 
the earlier plays, and Shakespeare probably lifted 
their plots. (He lifted almost all his plots from 
one printed source or another, usually from 
history books and prose romances.) There are
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and only nine published Queen's men plays in 
all—nearly half of them link up to Shakespeare. 
All of the plays that link up to Shakespeare are 
English history plays, the only English history 
plays extant from the Queen's men. Shakespeare 
seems to have known lines from all of these four 
plays, and he seems to have remembered their 
incidents in both his earlier and later work. 
Meredith Skura’s shrewd psychoanalytic study 
Shakespeare the Actor detects the Queen's men 
King Leir not just in Shakespeare's Lear but in 
moments of Richard II, Richard III, King John, 
Cymbeline, and Coriolanus. His connection with 
the published texts of the Queen's men seems 
exceptionally close and deep. I think he was at 
hand when those plays were written. As an actor, 
he may have been in them. As an "upstart" actor, 
he may have had a hand in writing them, 
although not much of one. Their overall style 
resembles that of other playwrights of the day 
(Robert Greene, for one); but Shakespeare’s style 
is different on some key points.


If one reads the plays of the Queen's men as a 
group, one discovers that they depend on a 
dramatic system that can look "bad" to readers 
trained on Shakespeare, but that is coherent and 
theatrical nevertheless. This system is marked by 
big visual effects punctuated by comic gags and 
stunts—a sort of Macy's-Thanksgiving-Day- 
Parade stagecraft combined with vaudeville 
routines (the Queen's men included Richard 
Tarlton, the most famous comic of his day, 
pictured at right). This dramaturgy is recogniz
able in its own terms, although it differs from 
the dramaturgy that Shakespeare, Marlowe, and 
others established in the 1590s—a dramaturgy 
that expanded the verbal limits of drama, 
especially blank-verse drama. Can you imagine 
a different kind of dramaturgy, a kind that is 
nonchalant about poetry, but is focused on the 
visual and the clownish instead? One that 
manages to be patriotic, too? And sentimental? 
Fans of musical comedy or Fourth of July 
concerts know the style of the Queen’s men 
by heart. I call this style the "literalism of the 
theatre" because it uses the visual language of 
the stage as its primary text—the language of 
properties, of costumes, of pantomime, of comic 
pratfalls, of fireworks. Dramatic speech in these 
plays is often a sort of accompaniment to the 
visual signifiers—and that's what Marlowe, Kyd, 
and Shakespeare set about changing. The poets 
forged a revolution in which blank-verse took 
hold as the leading element of playmaking. They 
learned to write verse paragraphs filled with 
metaphor and paced by metrical variation. The 
younger actors of the day learned to speak this 
poetry as though it were spontaneous. The 
Queen's men never learned the new style. There 
was some overlap, of course—Shakespeare called 
upon visual effects, and the Queen's men called 
upon dramatic verse. But there is a difference 
of emphasis between the two styles, and the 
difference in emphasis can be seen and heard 
in the theatre.


For example, to deal with the mysterious 
appearance of five moons at the time of King 
John’s second coronation in The Troublesome 
Reign o f John, the Queen's men rigged up a 
display of the five moons themselves. That is 
theatrical literalism—letting the spectators see 
for themselves. Shakespeare’s King John delivers 
this event not visually but narratively, describing 
the shuddering of a troubled society in images


that could never be precisely seen on a stage:


And he that speaks doth gripe the hearer's wrist,


Whilst he that hears makes fearful action,


With wrinkled brows, with nods, with rolling eyes.


I saw a smith stand with his hammer, thus,


The whilst his iron did on the anvil cool,


With open mouth swallowing a tailor's news . . .


(Arden edition, IV, ii, 190-95).


The question is what relationship holds between 
that piece of vivid narration and the display 
of the "five moons" in the Queen's-men play.
The "five moons" display is not a "bad quarto" 
redaction of Shakespeare’s lines, but a different 
kind of dramaturgy—a 
visual dramaturgy that 
makes its impact not with 
words so much as with 
an invention of visual 
stagecraft, some stunning 
use of flown properties 
and fireworks—a forerun
ner of the helicopter that 
lands in Miss Saigon.
Shakespeare does not give 
you the five moons. If you 
wish to see the five 
moons, you must see the 
Queen’s men's version. In 
Shakespeare, the stunning 
display comes across as 
words, and we listen to the 
event being described by 
an actor speaking verse; we 
do not see the event itself.


Why, then, did 
Shakespeare lift the plots 
from this resolutely old- 
fashioned company?
And why did he know 
their plays so well? The possibility that he began 
his London career with the very company that 
eventually faded before the "Shakespearean" style 
is worth holding in mind, if only for the irony. 
That would explain his close knowledge of their 
plays. How might a young man from the country 
have got started with the most prestigious 
company of the time? Perhaps he held horses at 
the playhouse door, as someone later said he did. 
Perhaps he acted bit parts, and worked his way up 
to some better roles. Greene called him a "facto
tum" in addition to "player." Greene might have 
been exactly right. He was in position to know, 
having written at least one of the Queen's men 
plays himself. Greene also said that this player 
and factotum had the audacity to attempt blank 
verse of his own. This may have been right, too.
It is not beyond question to suppose that the 
young man from the country did some writing for 
the Queen's company as a collaborator—not as a 
principal writer, but as a "patcher of other men's 
plays," let us say, who contributed here and there 
to the joint effort by which many Elizabethan 
plays got written. He would not have designed 
the plays or determined their style. He would 
have adapted his talent to a design and style 
set by others and set some time earlier, for 
this company was built according to "pre- 
Shakespearean" showmanship, and its talent was 
both famous and old-fashioned. A fledgling writer 
would not dictate to principal writers but would


do what he could and would learn something from 
the effort—would learn, perhaps, that he did not 
want to write that way.


Look ahead a little. By 1600 the Chamberlain's 
men (the new company Shakespeare joined in 
1594) were the number one troupe in London. 
What made them so famous? Their plays on 
English history. They were not known for tragedy— 
not yet—and their success in comedy could be 
matched by good comedies from their leading 
rivals, the Admiral's men. No other company was 
taking English history so far into popularity as 
were the Chamberlain's men of the 1590s, 
however, with their plays on the reigns of Richard 
II, Henry IV, Henry V, Henry VI, and Richard III, 
not to mention the one on King John.


The Queen's men had 
practically invented the 
English history play before 
Shakespeare came along.
In lifting these plots, 
Shakespeare was lifting the 
old company’s strong suit; 
then in rewriting the plots 
for the Chamberlain's men, 
he was inventing a new 
game for that suit to be 
played in. If he did begin 
his career with the Queen's 
men, he was pulling off 
an inside job, and that 
may be why Robert Greene, 
in addition to calling him 
"factotum" and "player," 
dropped a hint that he 
was also stealing something. 
It is only a speculation that 
the young Shakespeare was 
a Queen’s man, but he 
certainly knew their plays, 
and he also knew what to 
do with them.


By the time the Chamberlain's men were staging 
their new history plays in the later 1590s, the 
Queen's men had lost their position in the 
London theatre. It is often thought that they 
virtually ceased to exist, but that is not true. They 
continued to be a major touring company down 
to the end of the century, carrying the Queen's 
name deep into the realm, earning higher rewards 
than did the other companies (higher than the 
Chamberlain's men when they went on tour, for 
example). But in London, which is where the 
revolution happened, the Queen's men lost their 
hold. They were not even invited to play at court 
after 1595, and these were the Queen's men.


So they traveled far and wide throughout the 
kingdom, earning splendid incomes with their 
old-fashioned plays, carrying on with The Famous 
Victories of Henry V and True Tragedy of Richard III, 
and perhaps feeling a taste of chagrin when word 
reached them from London of what their former 
colleague, the young man from the country— 
gentle Will to some, an upstart crow to others— 
was doing with their plots to advance his career 
and revolutionize the theatre.







FOUR THREE EXCERPTS ON MEMORY AND IDENTITY


continued from page 1


What advice do you give student writers today?


I tell them they not only need talent, they have 
to have a lot of courage and persistence. There 
are many forces in the world that are not on 
your side. It's difficult to find a good agent, and 
a good editor. Ideally, you should have another 
skill, another profession, something that will 
support you in hard times, and will make you 
familiar with another world so that you can 
write about it. It's also important to have real 
friends who are writers, who can exchange 
manuscripts with you, encourage you when 
things go wrong, and rejoice in your successes.


What was it like for you starting out? Did you 
always know you would be a writer?


I never knew that I would be a writer, but I 
wanted to be one from the age of seven or eight. 
When I was a child there were very few decent 
jobs open to women: you could be a nurse, a 
teacher, or a secretary, but not a doctor or a 
lawyer or a professor. When people asked me, 
what do you want to be when you grow up, I 
wasn't attracted to any of the obvious choices. 
But then I noticed that many of the children’s 
books I read were by women, and realized that a 
woman could be a writer. And since I loved to 
make up stories, I thought I could do that.


Of course I had no idea how difficult it would be. 
I learned only later that when you finish a story 
it doesn't automatically get published, and that 
very few people are able to support themselves 
by writing stories. Though I was published here 
and there when I was in college, it took me ten 
years to have a novel accepted, and it was my 
third—the first two had died in a bottom drawer.


What is the relationship between the characters 
in your novels and the people you know in real life?


It is as distant as I can make it. My first novel, 
Love and Friendship, was set in a town based on 
Amherst, Massachusetts, where I had lived for 
three years. Some of the characters in that book 
were derived from actual people; I changed 
them, but not enough. Some of the originals 
were pleased to be in a novel, but others were 
angry and upset. From then on, at least three 
originals went into each of my characters, and 
many were pure invention. Readers still tell me, 
"Oh, that's Bob Smith," but they're always 
wrong, and often I don't even know the Bob 
Smith they're referring to.


By the time I was 8 or 9 . . .  it was my belief 
that. . .  I would be an ugly old maid, the card 
in the pack that everyone tried to get rid of.


I knew all about Old Maids from the Victorian 
and Edwardian children's books that were my 
favorite reading. Old Maids wore spectacles 
and old-fashioned clothes and lived in 
cottages with gardens, where they entertained 
children and Old Maids to tea. They were 
always odd in some way: absent-minded or 
timid or rude or fussy. Sometimes they taught 
school, but most of their time was devoted to 
making wonderful walnut cake and blackberry 
jam and dandelion wine, to telling tales and 
painting watercolors, to embroidery and 
knitting and crocheting, and to growing prize 
cabbages and roses. Occasionally they shared 
their cottage with another Old Maid, but 
mostly they lived alone, often with a cat. 
Sometimes the cat was their familiar, and they 
were really witches. You could tell which ones 
were witches, according to one of my 
children's books, because there was always 
something wrong with them: They had six 
fingers on one hand, or their feet were on 
backward, and so on.


All right, that would be my future. I knew it 
was so because of the kind of positive 
reinforcement I was getting from adults.
Just as with the Old Maids, all that I produced 
was praised: my school compositions, my 
drawings, my fudge brownies, my rag rugs 
and especially my stories. "Charming!"
"Really beautiful." "Perfectly lovely, dear." 
Nobody ever told me that I was perfectly 
lovely, though, as they did other little girls. 
Very well, then: perfection of the work.


Not that it seemed to me like work. Making 
up stories, for instance, was what I did for fun. 
With a pencil and paper I could revise the 
world. I could move mountains; I could fly 
over Westchester at night in a winged clothes 
basket; I could call up a brown-and-white- 
spotted milk-giving dragon to eat the 
neighbor who had told me and my sister not 
to walk through her field and bother her 
cows. And a little later, when I tried nonfiction, 
I found that without actually lying I could 
describe events and persons in such a way that 
my readers would think of them as I chose: 
"Dear Parents—We have a new English 
teacher. He has a lovely wild curly-brown 
beard and he gets really excited about poetry 
and ideas." Or, if he had written an unfavor
able comment on my latest paper: "He is a 
small man with yellow teeth and a lot of 
opinions." Or any of two, three, 20 other 
versions of him, all of them the truth— if I said 
so, the whole truth. That was what you could 
do with just a piece of paper and a pencil; 
writing was a kind of witch's spell.


— "No One Asked Me to Write a Novel,"
New York Review of Books, June 6, 1982


For me, and many of her friends, Bunny's 
death was a first serious experience of 
mortality. It wasn't just elderly relatives who 
died, newspaper casualties and the pawns of 
war. One of ourselves, even the queen, could 
be lifted off the board as succinctly as a 
jumped piece in chess.


It was hard for us to get used to the idea. For 
months afterwards we would find ourselves 
imagining that we saw Bunny at the end of a 
street, starting to dial her telephone number, 
setting aside some story to tell her, thinking 
how she would laugh when she heard that 
Gregory Corso had actually—and then 
remembering that she couldn't laugh, because 
her mouth was full of earth.


For years I used to dream about her: I would 
go on longer and longer journeys by bus and 
train and on foot to find her in some large 
strange house, oddly dressed. "I've been very 
ill," she would tell me, "but I'm getting better 
now." In my last dream, she was upstairs in 
bed in a boarding house by the sea on a cold 
winter day. The room had gray pink-sprigged 
wallpaper and a view of the empty ocean. 
Bunny spoke to me; she moved her lips, but 
no sounds came out, so I don't know what 
she was trying to say.


All of us tried to keep Bunny alive by referring 
current events to her opinion, quoting lines 
from her letters and poems, guessing and 
even arguing about what she would have said 
of this or that film, marriage, poem, or person, 
David Jackson and James Merrill attempted to 
get in touch with her spirit through their ouija 
board, producing long transcriptions in which 
Bunny's views and conversational style were 
oddly like their own. (In their defense it must 
be admitted that when she was in the mood 
Bunny could and did alter her views and style 
to suit her audience.)


Of course whenever someone dies, each of the 
survivors is left with a slightly different image. 
With Bunny, who had so many moods and 
roles, these images were perhaps more 
different than usual. It is quite likely that there 
are people who will recognize almost nothing 
in this portrait, or at least feel that my 
emphasis is all wrong.. . .


Bunny was a feminist before the movement 
was reinvented, in the dark ages of the early 
1950s when it was much less popular to be a 
single female of independent mind and 
professional ambition than it is now; when 
any girl who didn't really want to stay home 
and keep house for a man and a lot of 
children was apt to be told by her friends and 
psychiatrists that she had not Accepted Herself 
as a Woman. Considering what she was able 
to accomplish in that hostile climate, it seems 
only logical that she would have been even 
more successful after the weather changed.
My hope in publishing this book is to take 
advantage of the good weather, and give V. R. 
Lang, and her work, some of the attention 
that she loved and deserved.


— V. R. Lang: Poems and Plays; with a Memoir 
by Alison Lurie (1975)







Clockwise from opposite page:


The War between the Tates (French edition), 


The Truth about Lorin Jones (Spanish), 


Imaginary Friends (German),


Foreign Affairs (Hungarian).


Whenever she [Polly Alter, the scholar-heroine 
of Lurie's eighth novel] looked through her 
papers, trying to get a perspective on the 
project, she became confused and depressed; 
she felt her subject splitting into multiple, 
discontinuous identities.


There was the shy little girl Lolly Zimmern; the 
flaky college freshman Laurie; the bohemian 
art student; the ambitious, calculating young 
professional that Kenneth Foster had taught; 
and the neurotic, unworldly artist that jacky 
knew. There was the poetic lost child Laura 
whom Garrett jones had married, and the 
obsessed genius who had died in Key West. 
According to her niece, Lorin was generous 
and sensitive; her stepmother remembered 
her as selfish and spiteful.


And what's more, it was clear by now that 
none of the people Polly had interviewed were 
lying, not wholly anyhow: everyone had told 
her the truth as he or she knew or imagined it. 
. . .  Every one of those people expected her to 
reproduce their narrow vertical view of Lorin 
jones. And what's more, if she didn't, they 
would be angry with her. Whatever she wrote, 
she would satisfy some of them and enrage 
others.


Suppose, just for the sake of argument, she 
were to write the biography of Lorin jones that 
Jacky and Garrett expected, in which Lorin 
would appear as an eccentric, neurotic genius, 
and they as generous and wise and tolerant. 
They would be pleased, and reward her; they 
would see to it that her book was well and 
prominently reviewed—jacky had already 
hinted as much. If she put her career first, 
this was the choice she would make.. . .


Against the screen of grainy, drifting snow, 
Polly saw herself in this alternative future, at 
a party in an East Side townhouse. She was 
elegantly dressed in black, and carefully 
made up; her hair was professionally styled 
and smoothly blown dry (in this incarnation 
she would be able to shop at Bendel's instead 
of Macy's, and go to the beauty salon once a 
week). The people at the party gazed at her 
with interest; not only because she seemed 
so cool and confident, but because she was 
a figure of growing importance and power in 
the New York world of museums and galleries 
and artists and dealers and critics. Other 
expensive-looking men and women stood 
around her, some of them recognizably 
famous. Maybe she was involved with one of 
them, though not seriously. If her career really 
took off, probably she wouldn't have the time 
or energy for a serious relationship: she would 
either be celibate or have brief affairs with men 
or women whom she didn't like or trust very 
much; who didn't much like or trust her.


Maybe that was why the face of the central 
figure in this scene showed no joy or ease: 
her expression was wary, calculating, and 
self-conscious. She looked like someone Polly 
wouldn't yvant to meet, let alone become.


The idea that she was about to choose, not 
only a version of Lorin Jones's past, but her 
own unattractive future, made Polly giddy.


But at Cornell, guessing the real identities of 
Brian and Erica Tate (in The War Between the Tates) 
has been a favorite pastime for years. Was there 
really no such couple as the Tates?


Of course not. In the 1960s I had friends in 
several different colleges whose husbands left 
them—temporarily or permanently—for 
graduate students, and I wanted to write about 
this phenomenon. But the Tates were an 
amalgam; I made a great effort to be sure no one 
could identify them. To make the story more 
dramatic, my graduate student got pregnant, 
although this was something that rarely 
happened in real life.


What are some ways that the women’s movement 
has been important to your work?


When I started writing, there was no women's 
movement, except in the past. In my first 
published novel, which appeared in 1962, few 
middle-class women with children had a job, let 
alone a career. This continued to be true until 
The War Between the Tates (1974), where my 
principal character has a kind of marginal job 
and her best friend teaches at the university part- 
time. But today the situation is reversed. In my 
new novel, which will appear this summer, my 
heroine doesn't have a job; she helps her 
husband with his work. Some of her acquain
tances question this or even try to make her feel 
guilty about it; whereas back in the sixties, if you 
had both a job and children people would try to 
make you feel guilty about that.


Would you say these themes have appeared 
throughout your work?


That's a question for critics and interviewers 
to answer. I recently talked to someone from 
the BBC who thought that I was interested in 
the artistic life, in the relation between art and 
society. Others have said that I write about the 


between men and women, or what it 
to be in the academic world, or the 


of the public image to the private 
or time and what it does to people. I know 
I tend to write about people my own age, 
to be aware of the changes that men and 


go through in their lives, the selves 
behind. Even in my first novel, of 


where everyone was in their twenties, 
pasts, childhoods. But as you get older, 


becomes longer and heavier.


What is the new 
book about?


The novel is called 
The Last Resort, and 
is set in Key West.
It's about a retired 
professor and his wife 
who go there for the 
winter and become 
involved with some 
of the local characters 
and other tourists.
Thematically, it’s 
about retirement and 
enforced leisure and 
what it's like to live in 
a resort town; it's also 
about age and change and renewal 
and the knowledge of death.


— The Truth about Lorin jones (1988)







SIX


The Ammons Papers at Cornell


On April 3, A. R. Ammons formally presented his 
papers to the Division of Rare and Manuscript 
Collections at Cornell—sixty-eight bound 
notebooks, containing letters, scribblings, 
typewritten drafts, and miscellaneous papers, 
in addition to other materials. The presentation 
was the occasion of "Ammonsfest," a weekend 
of events in the poet's honor, including guest 
lectures by the critic Helen Vendler and by Roald 
Hoffmann, a Nobel prizewinner in chemistry as 
well as a poet in his own right. At the same time, 
the library mounted an exhibit on Ammons's life 
and works, which includes—among many items— 
his father-in-law's letter of permission to marry 
his daughter Phyllis and the roll of adding- 
machine tape that contains the original type
script of Tape for the Turn o f the Year (1964).


Archie Ammons, with his wife Phyllis 
and his friend and colleague Ken McClane, 
in the audience at Ammonsfest.


In the years since he arrived at Cornell in 1964, Archie Ammons has become 
a towering presence in American letters. He has won two National Book Awards, 
the Bollingen Prize, and a MacArthur Award; his most recent book of poems,
Glare (Norton, 1998), is his twenty-third. But as with any great creative career, 
the beginnings are of especial interest, and the Ammons papers give a fascinating 
look at the development of his mind and art during his long years of obscurity.


Ammons published his first collection, Ommateum (1955), through a vanity press, 
at the cost of $480; it sold sixteen copies, for which he earned a grand total of $6.40. 
In this remarkable book (its title comes from the word for the single facet of the 


compound eyes of insects), Archie worked out his position as a visionary nature poet through a 
series of unpunctuated poems that imagine the dissolution and reconstitution of personal identity—
a body, a voice, a consciousness—amidst an archaic, unpeopled landscape reminiscent of both the
Mesopotamia of Gilgamesh and the shores of southern New Jersey. Not surprisingly, the young 
Ammons was an admirer of W. H. Auden’s elegy to Yeats, which contains the following lines:
"Now he is scattered among a hundred cities/And wholly given over to unfamiliar affections."
("I worship it regularly every other night," he wrote a friend.)


The most famous poem from Ommateum is "I Am Ezra/' in which the speaker tries to command 
the elements by the ritual utterance of his name, only to end up half-dissolved among them—going 
out "into the night like a drift of sand" and "splash[ing] among the windy oats." The papers show 
that Ammons re-worked the Ommateum poems many times, but that "I Am Ezra" came quickly.
Its earliest draft is close to final form (see below), though he tinkered somewhat with the final lines. 
"Clutch the tops of windy dunes" gets shortened to "clutch the dunes," and "beside forgotten seas" 
gets changed to "of unremembered seas"—a subtler alteration that suggests an even greater oblivious
ness ("unremembered" connotes "unknown" as well as "forgotten") while giving the line a conven
tionally lyric tone that soon disappears from Ammons's work.


Who is this speaker who chants "I am Ezra"? The biblical name 
most obviously suggests a priestly or prophetic figure, and 
Ammons is often read as a poet in the prophetic tradition of 
Emerson and Whitman. (At about this time, he even composed 
a fragment to "Friend Walt.") But in other fragments from the 
same notebook, Ezra is an ordinary mortal who walks out on 
friends and lovers like the compulsive wanderer in a popular 
folk ballad (see below); in one version, he explicitly flees the 
intimacy of sexual contact. To move from these conventional 
rough drafts to the haunting impersonality of "I Am Ezra"— 
from a "So I" that is flatly colloquial to a "So I" that is both 
colloquial and biblical—is to witness Ammons's early, if long 
unrecognized, breakthrough to a distinctive poetic voice, a 
voice that is still vigorous and moving forty-five years later in 
Glare.


As for the question, Why Ezra? Archie has given his own 
typically disarming yet suggestive answer: it is the name of 
a high school classmate who died.


i having ]
So I  s a id  I  am go ing  o u t now 
hav in g  d e la y ed  to o  long  
having  l e t  f e a r  k ie s  rae to o  much 


d r in k  my h e a r t  b lack


hav in g  t r i e d  th e  f a t a l i t y  o f  compromise 
th e  p a s s iv i ty  o f  mean
hav in g  l a in  awake in  bed to o  lcmg m ornings ItryinsJ
t o  t i e  days to g e th e r  w ith  ftinnv s t r i n g s  


t h a t  r a v e l  and t a n r l e  a 
hav in g  r i s e n  a t  l a s t  because -Ku-'uL- 
th e ^e was n o th in g  e l s e  to  do


Jo n es  s a id  where a r e  you going 
and I  sa id  I  d o n 't  know Jones I'm  


j u s t  le a v in g  
and he s a id  t h a t ' s  odd way to  a c t  
So I  c a l le d  Mary and to ld  h e r 


I was le a v in g  
and she s a id
Oh she had known i t  a l l  th e  tim e E*ra 
0  E sra  I  have known i t  a l l  th e  tim e


Working drafts of “ I Am Ezra," a b o v e  a n d  rig h t, 


and the published poem, fa r  r ig h t. (C o u rte s y  o f  


th e  D iv is io n  o f  R a re  a n d  M a n u s c r ip t C o lle c tio n s , 


C o rn e ll U n iv e rs ity  L ib ra ry .)


So I  sa id
I  am Ezra 


and th e  wind whipped ab o u t my th r o a t  
gaming f o r  th e  sounds o f  my vo ice  


I  l i s te n e d  to  th e  wind 
go o v er my head and up in to  th e  n ig h t 
So I  tu rn ed  to  th e  sea and sa id


I  am Ezra
bu t th e re  w ere no echoes from th e  waves 
my words were swallowed up 
in  t h e  v o ice  o f  th e  s u r f  
o r  le a p in g  o v er th e  sw e lls  
l o s t  them selves oceanward


Over th e  f i e l d s  o f  bleached 
and broken s h e l l s ,  I  moved my fe e t  
and tu rn in g  from th e  wind


t h a t  r ip p ed  s t in g in g  s h e e ts  o f  sand 
from th e  beach Mid threw  them 
l ik e  sea m is ts  th e  dunes


swayed as  i f  th e  wind were ta k in g  me away 
and sa id


I  am Ezra
As a word to o  much re p ea te d  f a l l s  o u t o f  being
so I ,  E zra , went o u t in to  th e  n ig h t
l i k e  a d r i f t  o f  sand
and sp lash ed  among th e  n o isy  o a ts
t h a t  c lu tc h  th e  to p s  o f  windy dunes
b es id e  fo rg o tte n  seas


So I Said I A m  E zra


So I said I am Ezra 
and th e  wind w hipped m y th roat 
gam ing for the sounds o f  m y voice 


I listened to  the wind 
go  over m y head and up into the n ight 
T u rn in g  to  the sea I said 


I am Ezra
bu t there w ere no echoes from  the waves 
T h e  w ords w ere sw allowed up 


in the voice o f  the surf 
o r leaping over the swells 
lost them selves oceanw ard 


O v er th e  bleached and broken fields 
I moved m y feet and turn ing  from  the wind 


tha t ripped sheets o f sand 
from the beach and th rew  them  
like seamists across the dunes 


sw ayed as if the wind w ere taking me aw ay 
and said


I am Ezra 
As a w ord too  m uch repeated 
falls ou t o f  being 
so I E zra w ent ou t into the night 
like a drift o f sand 
and splashed am ong the w indy oats 
th a t clu tch  th e  dunes 
o f  unrem em bered seas







Faculty Notes
Jacqueline Goldsby, assistant 
professor of English, joined 
the department last fall. After 
graduating from Berkeley, she 
did her doctoral work in the 
American Studies Program 
at Yale. Her dissertation, 
entitled After Great Pain:
The Cultural Logic of Lynching 
and Realist Representation, 
1882-1922, explores 
journalistic and fictional 
representations of lynching 
as a way of understanding 


how lynching evolved as a cultural practice and 
came to be tolerated by white society. In 1996 
she published an essay in Yale Studies in Criticism 
on media representations of the Emmet Till 
case. At Cornell she has taught courses in 
the age of realism and naturalism and in 
nineteenth-century African American novelists.


A. R. Ammons’s most recent book of poems— 
his twenty-third—is Glare (Norton, 1988).


Ellis Hanson has just published two books: 
Decadence and Catholicism (Harvard University 
Press) and OutTakes (Duke University Press), a 
collection of essays on gay themes in cinema.


Mary Jacobus's Clarendon Lectures, Psycho
analysis and the Scene o f Reading, are forthcoming 
from Oxford University Press.


Timothy Murray coedited, with Alan Smith, 
Repossessions: Psychoanalysis and Fantasms of 
Early-Modern Culture (University of Minnesota 
Press). He has just been appointed acting 
director of the Society for the Humanities at 
Cornell.


Edgar Rosenberg has just completed the Norton 
Critical Edition o f Dickens’s Great Expectations.


Shirley Samuels is director of the Women's 
Studies Program at Cornell.


Mark Seltzer's Serial Killers: Death and Life in 
America's Wound Culture (Routledge) appeared 
this year.


Scott Elledge, Goldwin Smith Professor of Literature Emeritus, 
died December 23, 1997. A distinguished scholar and editor 
of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century English literature, 
Professor Elledge was also author, most recently, of 
a biography of E. B. White. At the Memorial Service 
held in Sage Chapel, Jim McConkey, his longtime friend 
and colleague, delivered the following remarks.


I've never had much interest in genealogical histories—especially 
in family trees. You follow a given name back in time, through 
offspring and their offspring; the branching lines increase in 
number and complexity, seemingly into infinity. But of course 
that's not the case. Go back not many centuries and you get not 
a branching tree but a diamond, something like a baseball 
diamond. It all has to do with the fact that the human popula
tion decreases as we go back in time. For the sake of the baseball 
analogy, let's say that each of us is born at second base, and that 


the distance from second base to home represents the genealogical history of our race. Go 
back some generations and our predecessors fill all the space in the triangle formed by first, 
second, and third bases. But as we continue further back in time, our ancestors shrink in 
numbers as the population decreases, at a rate equal to its increase, until we get home.
Home base is where Eve or Lucy dwells, mother of us all; and if she can be said to symbolize 
our natural origins, I guess we all get back home when we die. We are all interrelated, a 
single human race whatever our ethnicity, politics, or color.


As far as I know, Scott never displayed an excessive interest in baseball. Intuitively, though, 
he knew about the diamond shape, and what it signified about human mutuality, about our 
interconnectedness as human beings on this small planet. In all the decades that I knew 
him, I never heard Scott speak a word that was malicious or petty or self-serving. Often, at 
memorial services, the eulogist flatters both himself and the departed with half-truths. To 
avoid that, let me say that I've heard that Scott sometimes could be a bit finicky about how 
graduate students taught sections of a course under his direction or how the gardener 
trimmed the bushes in the garden behind his house. (Such concerns are understandable: his 
teaching and his home were central to his values and his life.) But a fuller truth about 
Scott’s human relationships is that he cared about the condition of his fellows, including 
that of his graduate students and his gardener, and never was in competition with anybody 
else for status, honors, or privilege. He was a distinguished scholar and biographer, but he 
wrote from love of his subject, not from a desire for self-aggrandizement. For years, he 
looked after friends and colleagues who had become ill, or were simply unable to get out 
and about; he fetched them from their own homes or from nursing or retirement communi
ties so that they could meet with other old friends for lunch at the Statler, or he would visit 
them there on a regular basis. It was an aspect of his nature that he never talked about. I 
remember telling Scott one day that I was going to see a former member of our department 
that afternoon at Ithacare. Scott smiled. "I'm glad to hear that,'' he said. "That means I 
won’t need to go today." That was how I learned that Scott visited that colleague nearly 
every afternoon, bringing him news and good humor.


Scott loved word play, witticisms; his love affair with language helped make him the 
graceful stylist that he was. He had the rare ability to relieve the seriousness of departmental 
meetings with a play on words he had just made up, often to make the rest of us see that we 
were carrying our weighty pedagogical baggage a bit farther than necessary. Humor is 
always a good antidote to the professorial predisposition for over-analysis and abstraction— 
and a good antidote to the tedium that accompanies them.


People like Scott influence the rest of us. It was his own example that at least in part caused 
my wife and me to visit him in the hospital a few years back. Though still in intensive care, 
he seemed delighted to see us, and with the book that we had brought; he even made a joke 
or two. Afterwards, the person closest to him—the one who knows him best, and who of 
course was at his bedside—came out into the hallway with us. "Scott," she said, "is the 
kindest person I’ve ever known." I will remember those words of Liane as long as I remain 
alive, as the sort of tribute that also is a blessing, reaching out to all who hear it. I hope that 
those of us here today lucky enough to slide into home in advance of our loved ones can— 
and will be—blessed in a similar way by those who survive us.


Scott Elledge
19 14—1997


Kate Shanley has just published "Only an 
Indian": Reading James Welch (University of 
Oklahoma Press) and American Indian Autobiog
raphy: A Sourcebook (Newberry Library).
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Letter from the Chair
JONATHAN CULLER


Two major events in the life of the department 
this year have been the celebration in September 
of the fiftieth anniversary of Epoch, the national 
magazine of fiction and poetry published by our 
creative writing program, and the Ammonsfest, 
an April celebration of the career of A. R. Ammons 
(see page 6 of this newsletter).


The Epoch Festival happily coincided with the 
news that Epoch had won the first O. Henry award 
for the best literary magazine. It featured readings 
by the poets in the department—Ken McClane, 
Phyllis Janowitz, and A. R. Ammons—and by the 
four writers whose stories in Epoch had been 
selected for inclusion in the 0. Henry Prize Stories 
of 1997 (this group included the department’s 
fourth poet, Robert Morgan, with a crossover 
hit, "The Balm of Gilead Tree”). For students and 
the general public, who turned out in large num
bers, the centerpiece of the celebration was Don 
Delillo (who got his start in Epoch many years 
ago) reading from his new novel, Underworld.


The scholarly and critical books published by 
members of the department are listed on page 7; 
they cover a remarkable range—from Shakespeare 
to serial killers, from Catholicism and decadence 
to trauma and performance theory. I will just 
mention that Mary Jacobus, the Anderson 
Professor of English and Women's Studies, 
delivered the Clarendon Lectures at Oxford 
this fall. The series title: "Psychoanalysis and 
the Scene of Reading."


Once again, our faculty members and teaching 
assistants have done very well in the competition 
for College of Arts and Sciences teaching prizes: 
teaching assistants Dan Donaghy, Jennifer Hill, 
and Nina Revoyr won Clark Teaching Awards;
Dan Schwarz won the Russell teaching prize, 
and senior lecturer Lydia Fakundiny, who had 
previously won the Clark, has now collected as 
well the Paul Award for Excellence in Advising.


Also noteworthy—a special cause of satis-faction 
to many of us—is the success of our graduate 
students this year in what continues to be a very 
difficult job market. At the time of writing we


have noted fourteen 
: > g j i t e n u r e - t r a c k  jobs— 


considerably better 
“ > ' than in recent years.


This year we have 
experimented modestly


■ M M M k iw  WisS* undergraduate 
curriculum. Two 


introductory courses focused on Shakespeare: just 
plain "Shakespeare" and "Shakespeare and the 
Twentieth Century," exploring the plays, modern 
adaptations of them, and the place of Shakespeare 
in contemporary culture. (Interestingly, the 
former course outdrew the latter.) We will repeat 
this experiment next year and will offer as well 
two new lecture courses that should appeal 
to nonmajors along with potential majors: 
"Literature and Ethics," taught by Satya Mohanty, 
and "Literature and Science," taught by a new 
assistant professor, Jennifer Ashton. The most 
popular course in the department, though 
(after creative writing), is "The Culture of Sixties,” 
taught by the editor of this newsletter and 
Victorian specialist, Paul Sawyer. We conclude 
that it’s this generation’s keen desire to under
stand the past and come to terms with its cultural 
heritage that makes them flock to the sixties in 
such large numbers.


This year, faculty members in the English 
department have increased their efforts to 
broaden the conversation with our alumni. We 
have offered talks and presentations on occasions 
when alumni return to campus, spoken at Cornell 
Clubs around the country, and held special events 
in Boston (hosted by Torrey Harder ’65) and New 
York (hosted by Richard Reinhold ’73 and Beth 
Grossman). Our graduates, not surprisingly, are 
interested in discussing all kinds of topics, from 
the relations between novels and films to what 
English majors should read. Since we want to 
design courses that will prove useful and 
enriching to undergraduates in their lives after 
Cornell, it is particularly helpful for faculty 
members to talk regularly with the people our 
former students have become, who can help us 
to see what has worked for them and what may 
work in the future.


We are pleased with the results of expanding our 
community of inquiry beyond the campus, and 
we are particularly grateful to those alumni who 
are helping the department undertake activities


that are not funded by the College of Arts and 
Sciences. (In these times when universities must 
increase financial aid and are being asked to 
check tuition increases, funding for anything 
new is very hard to come by.) Though the 
department is a multimillion-dollar operation, 
our discretionary income is woefully small, and 
we have many needs that are not met by current 
budgets. The travel and research allowance for 
faculty in the humanities has not increased for 
ten years and scarcely enables faculty to attend 
more than a single conference to keep abreast of 
current research, much less travel for their own 
research purposes. Our funds for undergraduate 
activities, such as a regular "coffeehouse” for 
English majors, are quite inadequate, and it 
immensely helpful to a department chair to 
have discretionary funds to foster projects that 
students and faculty come up with. I would 
like particularly to thank Fred Parkin ’64 and 
Professor Alison Lurie for substantial gifts to 
endow a reading by a major fiction writer, Alan 
Schwartz '53 and Louise Schwartz of the Truman 
Capote Literary Foundation, which has funded 
the Truman Capote Fellowship in the M.F.A. 
Program, and Richard Reinhold '73 and Beth 
Grossman, who have contributed handsomely 
to a departmental contingency fund.


To recognize those who show an interest in 
helping the department, we are pleased to 
announce the formation of a friends group. 
Friends of the English department—alums or 
other interested parties who wish to contribute 
to the work of the department by helping us 
undertake activities that the college does not 
finance—will receive special invitations to events 
on campus, such as the Epoch Festival and the 
Ammonsfest mentioned above, and to occasional 
events elsewhere. Once we have a list of friends 
in place, I expect to communicate regularly 
about matters of mutual interest—from books 
that department faculty particularly recommend 
to discussions of ways in which our alumni 
might interact with our current English majors.
I invite you to send contributions and inquiries 
to me c/o Friends of the English Department, 
Cornell University, 252 Goldwin Smith Hall, 
Ithaca, NY 14853-3201, or, for electronic 
inquiries, englishjchair@comell.edu.


I've been greatly impressed by the interest and 
enthusiasm of the Cornell alumni I have met 
this past year and look forward to meeting and 
hearing from others in the year to come.


GNQLISH
252 G oldwin Smith Hall 
Ithaca, NY 14853-3201
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Jonathan Culler, the widely recognized writer and teacher and two-time 
chair of the English Department, needs no introduction to readers of 
English at Cornell. Since he came to Ithaca in 1977, he has arguably 
had a greater influence on humanistic studies at Cornell than any other 
person. The publication of his early book Structuralist Poetics (1975), 
which won the Lowell Prize of the Modern Language Association, 
earned him a reputation as a preeminent American exponent of struc-
turalism, a then new set of approaches to culture, linguistics, and literary 
meaning. Though best known for his work on theory, he also has writ-
ten with distinction as a literary critic, beginning with his first book, 
Flaubert and the Uses of Uncertainty (1974). His other books include 
On Deconstruction (1982); Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction 


(2000), which has 
just been translated 
into Kurdish; two 
essay collections; 
and most recently, 
The Literary in 
Theory (2007). 
When M.H. 
Abrams, Cornell’s 
preeminent literary 
historian and schol-
ar, retired in 1982, 
the Class of 1916 
Chair appropriately 
passed to Jonathan. 
His appointment 
to head Cornell’s 
Society for the 
Humanities might 


have surprised those who understood deconstruction to be a subversive, 
if not gleefully nihilistic, mode of skeptical critique. Instead, by open-
ing up the Society to a challenging variety of topics and perspectives, 
Jonathan permanently expanded the conversation around the humani-
ties at Cornell. Among his many honors is his election to the American 
Philosophical Association in 2006.
In this interview with Paul Sawyer, Jonathan describes some friends 
and moments from his earlier career and then offers some reflections on 
the enduring value of theory, not as a set of abstruse doctrines but as an 
unbounded, ever-changing series of questions and vantage-points.
P. Could you start by describing how you first became interested 
in the body of work we now call “theory”?


J. During my freshman year at Harvard, my tutor assigned me to read 
conflicting interpretations of Marvell’s “Horatian Ode” by Cleanth 


Brooks and Douglas Bush in order to analyze their competing theoreti-
cal assumptions. I found this a very engaging assignment: reflecting on 
different ways of doing criticism seemed a real advance over following 
some model. Initially, then, I was more interested in critical methods 
than in theory, but in my senior year Joseph Frank, a visiting professor 
from Princeton, gave a seminar on trends in contemporary criticism, 
which covered early twentieth-century theoretical writing up through 
phenomenology—I found this extremely interesting. From Harvard I 
went to Oxford on a Rhodes Scholarship to do a BPhil in comparative 
literature, for which I wrote a short thesis about phenomenology and lit-
erary criticism, and I spent time reading in European philosophy. 
I finished that degree in 1968, when the structuralist movement was well 
under way, and since structuralism often involved a critique of phenom-
enology, I was eager to explore that development. I decided to stay on in 
England to pursue the equivalent of a PhD, a DPhil. Structuralist lin-
guistics had become a pilot discipline and was seen as holding great pos-
sibilities for other areas in what the French call the human sciences, and 
I chose to work on structuralism and the use of linguistic models in liter-
ary criticism for my doctoral thesis. This eventually became Structuralist 
Poetics. Then, since deconstruction first seemed to arise as a critique of 
phenomenology and in some cases of structuralism, I proceeded to read 
and write on Derrida and post-structuralism. 
P. I would imagine England to be the last place to learn 
French theory.


J. Certainly studying theory in England was not something that made 
a lot of sense. The most common form of resistance to theory then 
was: “We English are sensible people who don’t go in for that fancy 
French nonsense”—the same as the attitude toward French cooking in 
those days. 
In my first year I worked with Christopher Ricks, who was very smart 
and lively but deeply opposed to what I was doing and quite feisty about 
it. A paper I wrote for him in my first term began with an epigraph from 
Sartre. Ricks circled that epigraph in red pencil and wrote, “Do you real-
ly believe this absurd remark?” And went on in like manner—he didn’t 
want to let me get away with anything. In my college in Oxford there 
was a ceremony every term called Collections, in which you appeared in 
the dining hall in your gown before the master and the senior tutor, who 
read out the report from your supervisor. Ricks’s report was that I was 
really much better than my work—quite intelligent actually, despite the 
dubious essays I had written.
I decided to stay on in Oxford to do a PhD in part because an expert 
on stylistics, Stephen Ullmann, had just been appointed to the chair 
of romance languages. I wrote him asking whether he would supervise 
a dissertation on structuralism and linguistic models, and he agreed. 
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I think my topic would not have been accepted by the 
graduate faculty at Oxford had I not been the first student 
of the new professor. He was a benign and liberal supervi-
sor, not disputing what I wrote but usually suggesting that 
I add footnotes referring to other views on the matters 
I was discussing. 
As I say, Oxford was not then a place where there were 
professors who were very knowledgeable about literary 
theory or continental philosophy, but in the end I think 
this had good effects for me: since in this prestigious 
place, Oxford, I knew more about my subject than any-
body around, that gave me a certain confidence in review-
ing books and writing about these topics. If I’d been 
working elsewhere with someone who knew vastly more 
than I did, I might have been much more inhibited, and it 
would have been much harder to write.
P. So you developed without a strong mentor. How did you meet the 
people you were writing about?


J. One virtue of studying in England was proximity to France—I could go 
frequently. When I was studying structuralism, I attended seminars with 
people like Barthes, Genette, Greimas, Todorov, and others involved in this 
movement. I also met Barthes on several occasions in England for longer 
periods—giving him little tours of Oxford and Cambridge on his visits there. 
Though talking with Barthes was certainly interesting, I must confess that 
attempts at intellectual interchange were a disappointment. I’d usually be 
bursting with questions: “Don’t you think this? Shouldn’t we rather say that?” 
and he’d sort of brush me off, saying, “Sans doute vous avez raison” (“I’m 
sure you’re right”). He was really a writer rather than an argumentative critic.
Derrida’s work I came to know in the summer of 1968, when I read 
Of Grammatology, which had been published the previous year. He was 
writing directly on the relations of linguistics and literary study, and his 
critique of Saussure’s work in structuralist linguistics certainly sharpened 
my thinking. In the final chapter of Structuralist Poetics I discuss briefly 
the work of Derrida and some others, and though I didn’t then understand 
it very well, still, I avoided making egregious errors. 
I was teaching a seminar with Alan Montefiore at Oxford on contemporary 
continental philosophy when Montefiore invited Derrida to come to Oxford. 
That’s when I first met him. And then back in Paris I attended his seminars 
and got to know him better. In contrast to Barthes, Derrida took delight in 
intellectual conversation; he was a man of immense intellectual generosity. 
He was always willing to talk about whatever issues came up. And he was 
very good at answering questions about his work.
I went to Yale as a visiting professor in the fall of 1975, which was Derrida’s 
first semester teaching at Yale. This was a very exciting time. His lectures 
were a major event on campus; everyone turned out for them. That fall he 
lectured on Heidegger on Mondays and Francis Ponge on Wednesdays—a 


surprising combination: 
two writers with very 
different approaches 
to “the thing.”
Yes, listening to Derrida 
was a very important 
part of my intellectual 
life over the years.
P. As I remem-
ber reading Of 
Grammatology—which 
climaxes in the tour 
de force of Derrida’s 
reading of Rousseau, 
with its pathos of 
the missing point of 


origin—the book has great emotional power as well as 
intellectual interest. 


J. I think so. It’s certainly true that Derrida is an extraordi-
narily skillful writer, and in his early writings there is some 
pathos of the loss of origin or center or presence. But this 
writing also exults in facing that loss—of the origins we only 
believed we had. Derrida is a writer deeply invested in the 
ability of language to generate thought, not simply to rep-
resent what has already been thought, and his writing gains 
power from that. Reading him is often a difficult experience, 
but that is part of its intensity. His writing is challenging 
and exhilarating, and I think people who persevere beyond 
the enigmatical opening of essays discover that it is also very 
pedagogical writing, well orchestrated to lead you forward. 
P. Tell about how you discovered the famous post card 


of Socrates and Plato.


J. My wife Cynthia Chase and I had noticed in the gift shop of the Bodleian 
Library a remarkable reproduction of an illustration from a medieval manu-
script, which shows Plato standing behind a seated Socrates and dictating 
to Socrates, who is writing. Now Socrates is traditionally presented as the 
pure philosopher who only thinks and speaks but does not write, but in 
Of Grammatology Derrida argues for the theoretical priority of writing to 
speech—that speech depends upon qualities generally attributed to writing. 
The idea of a pure thought that dispenses with writing is part of the myth of 
speech he seeks to overturn. We thought he would find this postcard intrigu-
ing, and when we gave him a tour of Oxford we pointed it out. The rest is 
history: he took this image and made it the reference point for an important 
book, La Carte Postale.
P. You spent eleven years in England in all. Why did you decide to 
return to the States?


J. By the mid 1970s the States had changed—much less jingoistic than in 
the Vietnam years, when I left. I spent a term at Yale as a visiting professor in 
1975, and that experience convinced me it was probably time to come back 
to the United States. There was growing interest in theory here and a lot of 
exciting intellectual activity. In addition, for my job in England I actually 
taught more lectures and seminars than were required, since literary theory 
did need to be taught in Oxford. It was a great relief when I got to Yale and 
was teaching only two courses, which gave me a great deal of freedom and 
made it possible to align teaching and research.
P. Cornell was your first tenured appointment in the United States. 
How did that come about?


J. I’d met Neil Hertz earlier when I was teaching in Cambridge in England; 
he appeared at my door one day because he’s read an article of mine on 
Flaubert and thought it might be nice to talk, which it certainly was. So 
I knew Neil already, and Phil Lewis and Richard Klein in the French 
Department. The prospect of being their colleague was very attractive. I 
gather Scott Elledge in the English Department read Structuralist Poetics 
(which had just come out), gave it to Mike Abrams, and Abrams liked it also, 
so they invited me to give a talk, and I was offered a position in the English 
Department. I naively told myself that I wouldn’t need to get much involved 
in the English Department since my real field was Comparative Literature. I 
had simultaneously an offer from University of California, Irvine, but it was 
just a building site at that time. Cornell was clearly more attractive. And I’ve 
been here ever since.
P. That’s thirty years. Why did you never decide to leave?


J. Cornell was intellectually a very stimulating place in the 1970s and 1980s, 
with colleagues in other departments—Romance Studies, Anthropology, 
Classics, and the group around the journal Diacritics, with which I was 
involved. We were in the forefront of the theory revolution. Ithaca itself 
has many attractions and it has improved over the years. The English 
Department has been, in fact, a welcoming department; even in the days 
when the so-called “theory wars” were raging elsewhere, in the Cornell 
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department we were able to get along pretty well with each other. I think 
Mike Abrams set an example: when, for instance, he was attacking Hillis 
Miller in print, he was nevertheless supportive of people here whose work was 
closer to Miller’s than to his. I have great fondness for Cornell and consider-
able admiration for the department and for the humanities in general here, 
though I regret that our humanist administrators have devoted themselves to 
trying to build up the social sciences rather than preserving and building on 
our strengths in the humanities. 
P. In the popular reception of deconstruction in the United States, the-
ory is something scandalous and threatening, something you fall for or 
run from. I recall one magazine article that featured a photo of Derrida 
posed as a bandit, as if he were about to rob the palace of culture.


J. It’s certainly true that his—and other—forms of theoretical writing were 
a challenge to English departments. They proposed new questions as well as 
new readings, often difficult. And if you resisted you 
were identifying yourself as retrograde and old guard. I 
can sympathize today with those who then hoped this 
new theory thing would dissipate—I’m not especially 
eager at my age to engage with complicated new dis-
courses. That sort of resistance to theory and to change 
was understandable. 
On the other hand, the right-wing attempt to character-
ize deconstruction and other forms of theory as destruc-
tive of Western culture and subversive of Western civili-
zation is something I’ve always found puzzling and to a 
certain extent in bad faith, since it’s Derrida more than 
anyone else who got students and faculty in literature 
departments reading Plato or Kant. He brought them to 
explore classic philosophical texts whose meaning people previously assumed 
they knew. Derrida’s rereading of major texts of Western culture has rein-
vigorated the humanities, and his engagement with literary works has never 
been a debunking of literature but always a celebration of the shrewdness and 
rhetorical and imaginative resourcefulness of literature. The right-wing claim 
that students would read Derrida and deconstruction and become turned off 
from literature proves false. On the contrary, students exposed to deconstruc-
tion have taken a heightened interest in literary and philosophical texts—with 
different questions, certainly.


continued on page 7


“Poetry makes nothing happen”
This excerpt from the essay is reprinted with permission from 
the edited collection Do the Humanities Have to Be Useful? 
(© Cornell University, 2006). The title quotes W. H. Auden’s 
famous line from “In Memory of W.B. Yeats (d. 1939),” which 
also includes the lines “it survives,/A way of happening,/A 
mouth.” Jonathan’s essay, which turns into a commentary 
on a poem by his late colleague, might alternately be titled 
“In Memory of A.R. Ammons.” His final phrase, “poems are 
good to think with,” puns on the anthropologist Claude Levi-
Strauss’s phrase “bonnes a penser” (“goods to think with”), his 
description of the way humans create meaning by organizing 
familiar objects into relations of similarity and opposition.


Auden still found a use for poetry. Can it survive today as a way 
of happening? Cornell’s deeply-mourned poet A. R. Ammons, 
who died in 2001, won the National Book Award in 1993 for his 
book length poem, Garbage. 


 garbage has to be the poem of our time because 
 garbage is spiritual, believable enough


 to get our attention, getting in the way, piling 
 up, stinking, turning brooks brownish and


 creamy white: what else deflects us from the 
 errors of our illusionary ways, not a temptation 


 to trashlessness, that is too far off, and,  
 anyway, unimaginable, unrealistic:


Garbage is concrete and familiar, unavoidable, reminding us 
always of transitoriness—even the most obdurate objects have 
become garbage in the dump. And so it is a spiritual category for 
our time, one that engulfs everything (“mess with a nice dinner 
long enough, it’s garbage”). Garbage is all the discrete objects 
in landfills and the most general, realistic name for the transitori-
ness of people and things—the poem of our time, indeed. This 
wry, eloquent, colloquial, surprisingly cheerful, even jokey poem 
strings together all sorts of material in long sentences continued 
by one colon after another (seldom a period in this 100-page 
poem; all flow rather than structure). These colon sequences are 
cast in unrhymed couplets that provide an expectation of form: 
you slow down at line endings but the uncompleted sentences 
pull you forward as the poem flows from page to page.


The poem begins with a huge garbage dump in Florida:


 the garbage trucks crawl as if in obeisance, 
 as if up ziggurats toward the high places gulls


 and garbage keep alive, offerings to the gods 
 of garbage, of retribution, of realistic


 expectation, the deities of unpleasant  
 necessities: refined, young earthworms,


This is the modern temple of sacrifice, with the bulldozer operator 
as the presiding priest, but Ammons insists,


   this is a scientific poem


 asserting that nature models values, that we 
 have invented little (copied), reflections of


 possibilities already here, this is where we came 
 to and how we came: a priestly director behind the


 black-chuffing dozer leans the gleanings 
 and reads the birds


He reads the circling birds like a soothsayer. 


The poem, one might say, explores the relation between 
three systems: 
• a scientific model, in which “garbage” is the name of a tempo-
rary stage in the endless transformations of matter and energy. 
Mass is just a form of energy. Garbage is nothing special, cer-
tainly not tragic.


continued on page 7


Jacques Derrida
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OOn September 6, 2007, David Skorton was offi-
cially inaugurated twelfth president of Cornell 
University. On each of the chairs set out for 
guests at the ceremony lay a copy of a chapbook 
entitled Like a Fragile Index of the World: 


Poems for David Skorton, selected for the occa-
sion by Alice Fulton, the Ann S. Bowers Professor 
of English.
The idea of a chapbook was especially fitting, 
since the new president, a medical researcher by 
training and a jazz trumpeter by avocation, is also 
an enthusiast of the humanities. In researching 
her selections, Alice drew upon Cornellians past 
and present, including present colleagues in the 


English Department but reaching back as well 
into historical time (Hu Shih, Nabokov), to the 
recent past (A.R. Ammons), to those who have 
been widely celebrated, and to many who have 
been neglected. It is therefore an imaginative and 


varied collection, both a celebra-
tion of an occasion and of a 
legacy. It was perhaps partly as a 
result of Like a Fragile Index of 
the World that the new president 
chose English as the first depart-
ment he visited in his new job.
Meredith Ramirez Talusan, the 
assistant editor of this issue, 
has chosen eight poems of the 
chapbook’s 36. Five of the eight 
authors are present members 
of the MFA program: Fulton, 
Kenneth McClane, Lyrae van 
Clief-Stefanon, Phyllis Janowitz, 
and Robert Morgan. Elizabeth 
Holmes, a graduate of the MFA 
program, is author most recently 
of The Playhouse Near Dark, a 


collection of poems on raising two young boys. 
Emily Rosko, also a graduate of the program, 
won the 2005 Iowa Poetry Prize for her first col-
lection, Raw Goods Inventory. Fred Muratori, 
librarian and bibliographer at Cornell University 
Library, is author of two poetry collections, 
The Possible and Despite Repeated Warnings.


A Chapbook for David skorton


The Meaning Box
Fred Muratori


Remove the lid—and nothing. 
While we were dreaming 
or debating, it escaped. 
Its damp scent lingers in the air.


What now? The box looks bigger 
in sunlight, and bottomless, 
ever emptier with each minute, 
an accelerating vacuum.


What could we gather to fill it? 
Not the churning matter of stars, 
not our own misunderstood lives. 
What can be done beyond begin?


Here—a eucalyptus branch, 
a battered violin, a drop 
of human blood. And words, 
certainly, but in no certain order.


Taking a History
Elizabeth Holmes


On the nurse’s chart I am the point 
everything descends to: 
my parents’ blood pressure, grandmother’s 
stroke, even the cancer that took 
a grandfather thirty years before 
my birth. When I say my father is 
eighty and strong, how kindly she says, 
Bless his heart, and smiles. As though 
his heart goes on for us— 
for her own quiet presence, 
for mine, ungainly on the white table.


The Doptone picks up the tap 
of a pea-sized muscle, afloat 
in sea-belly—through liquid static 
a rolling crackle like cosmonaut voices 
over the gelled silence of space. 
My second heart—and so fast, 
as if some part of me is rowing 
hard against the salt stuff of our 
most ancient navigation. 
And I become this dull 
slow boom, haunting the background.


Evanescence
Phyllis Janowitz


I’d like to speak of that word, 
seldom discussed yet immanent as meteorites 
streaking in daylight, or ultra violet rays—


evasive, invasive, defying nets the way 
some viruses slip through a filter— 
we always suspected their presence


years ago, before the advent of virtuoso 
electronic microscopes—and even so, so 
many particles, tinier and trickier than


tics or quicksilver, practice legerdemain 
why waste time looking for them? Oh 
I’d say let it go, but for a claim


this ephemeral, what a grip it has. 
A python’s constriction is less terrible. 
And although we have no proof


the homily is true: people do die from it— 
but no one wants to believe this, this 
slow distillation around us, neighbors


and lovers disappearing in silence, one 
by one, by one—and hardly any notice 
taken—a few sly tears sliding through


then we put away our Kleenex and continue— 
father, mother, friends vanishing as though 
flesh-eating pathogens dined before dawn.


Where are the authorities? Why 
will no one impartial tell them 
(would one fixed star fall from its purple cradle?)


such deletions are definitely not acceptable: 
are, in fact (please don’t say it) 
intolerable.
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continued on page 6


The Glowworm
         For Sonny Stitt


Kenneth A. McClane


The glowworm works up the barren limb 
like a fragile index of the world:


This is not his poem: he sings 
for himself:


The poem here is the singing 
of the glowworm, how he struggles up


The next section of bark 
stretching like an accordion, his


mind seething with his body’s 
thumbless design:


But this is not his poem: it is about 
lovers: it is about sound and sense and


sound sense (in-sense incense innocence): it is 
about games and lovers: it is about


the struggle to be perfect, to make 
that love inviolable, sacred: it is about


the poet who needs language 
who needs the world, who needs


words to love him: it is about 
love, vast love, love of meaning’s


love: it is about the soul 
which speaks beyond sense, which


flushes like a quail 
after a startling: it is about love


the love of the smallest 
darting, the imperfect journey, the glow


glowing glowworm, worthy of itself, 
and worthy then of singing


Ithaca
Lyrae Van Clief-Stefanon


    “I’ll dig in, 
into my days, having come here to live, not visit.” 
                              —Denise Levertov


Walking away from it 
I think I am this close 
to the highway. I am close enough 
to see it—and farther 
—still—


then 
to hear it. The field—


shoulder high grass, wild 
flowers, curves me 
out of earshot. One carves


a trail, or treks, hikes 
—skirt gathered 
up into balled fists 
between


thighs in high grass 
in hot weather—the route 
already blazed with white


flashes—. 
I am not married 
to this place. Some other 
yes draws me— 
the way train tracks marry


the trail over the inlet 
here—steel— 
will over water. 
Walking towards—


conflation of 
arrival, creation— 
here and out here 
where


walking out 
to discover anything


but corporeality is bunk. 
I woke this morning— 
wed


to the idea of setting— 
copse dampening 
what’s left of


road noise— 
the central narrative 
an absence—


carved out—here— 
another marker 
a hidden falls 
—sound.


FRAGILE
 INDEX


LIKE A 


WORLD


SELECTED BY ALICE FULTON


POEMS FOR DAVID SKORTON


OF THE
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A Chapbook for David Skorton continued from page 5


Weather Inventions
Emily Rosko


Turbulent presence, 
                   (who has seen?)


the wind’s mosaics: triangular 
crests, cat’s-paws, the marbled


look of approach. Beneath 
the sand, black rock


pocked, brittle as any 
roughly handled thing. Weather-


worsted sea-bank, purple jellies 
strewn petal-like. Capillary to white-


cap: spillover from a gale’s 
fetch. The water throws


diamonds neither you nor I 
can count. A passing note,


when exhale becomes exalt 
(it whirleth about continually).


The shallows drawn aside: 
a fluke, a dividing of


the Gulf of Suez. Disobedient 
form, “to imagine is to see.”


Rearview Mirror
Robert Morgan


This little pool in the air is 
not a spring but sink into which 
trees and highway, bank and fields are 
sipped away to minuteness. All 
split on the present then merge in 
stretched perspective, radiant in 
reverse, the wide world guttering 
back to one lit point, as our way 
weeps away to the horizon 
in this eye where the past flies ahead.


Slate
Alice Fulton


Neither pigeon, taupe, nor coal 
black. Not a braille 
pen embossing points on bond, the entrants 
in a race, record of events, or gray 
scales meshed in roofs. 
Not “to foreordain.” But 
all of the above, the future 
scrubbed with fleshburn brush, 
threshold unscented by event as 
yet, the premise, the blackboard’s 
dense blank screen, un- 
reckoned rock complexion, the tablet un- 
chalked with take and scene, opposite of 
has-been, antonym to fixed, the 
breadth of before, before 
-lessness links with hope or mind or 
flesh, when all is 
-ful, -able, and -or, as 
color, as galore, as before


words. The above, 
yes, and beyond 
measure—unstinting 
sky, green fire of cornfields, the how 
many husks clasping how 
many cells, the brain to say 
rich, new, if, and 
swim in possibility, as it is and 
ever more shall be, to fold, to 
origami thought, 
look, no shears or hands, the 
blizzard, unabridged, within the black dilated iris 
core and hold 
it—little pupil can—in mind, in utero, 
sculpt the is, the am.
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On Taking Thought continued from page 3


More generally, I would say that theory does not treat literary works as 
cultural monuments but as sites of conflict—which makes them all the 
more interesting. 
P. In your most recent book, The Literary in Theory, you define theory 
not as one mode among others but as the space where discussion of 
literature takes place today, which I think is indisputable. Has “theory” 
then simply become the nickname for criticism in general, or does it 
still have a specific definition?


J. There used to be a subject, called theory of literature, which asked ques-
tions about the nature and function of literature, the number and charac-
teristics of literary genres, and so forth. What’s striking about the body of 
work that tends to be called “theory” these days is that it often does not 
seem greatly interested in those kinds of questions (though I think it should 
be) but focuses on other political, philosophical, linguistic, and ethical 
questions—about meaning, identity, power, and the political implications 
of various discursive practices. “Theory” thus has been an interdisciplinary 
body of work—that’s one of its defining features: a discourse that may arise 
in another discipline and become relevant and provoke thought within the 
realm of literary studies. This makes theory hard to define because it is often 
not clear why certain works of sociology, historiography, or philosophy have 
come to count as “theory” and others haven’t. They still can come to count as 
theory, of course, when claims are made for their 
seminal importance. 
Theory is also interdisciplinary; it is self-
reflective, seeking to stand outside itself and 
understand its functioning as thought, and it is 
speculative, in that it does not offer demonstra-
tions but rather reframings, in a generalizing 
discourse that offer hypotheses that by nature 
can’t be demonstrated one way or another. 
Theory proposes new ways of looking at cultural 
phenomena, often generalized from particularly 
engaging investigation. What comes to count 
as theory are those reframings that others find 
intellectually profitable, reconceptualizations 
that “take.” 
P. In the delightful essay [accompanying] that you wrote on our late 
colleague A. R. Ammons, one of your favorite poets, you take up the 
question, “Can poetry be useful?” and you start with Auden’s famous 
line “Poetry makes nothing happen.” You don’t take that line to mean 
that poetry has no effects at all, even though it may have no direct and 
obvious consequences of the sort that a traditional humanism might 
want to claim for it. Can theory be “useful” in any sense?


J. I think the consequences of literary discourse are extremely varied. 
Certainly literature is not always progressive; it can minister to the status quo 
and help people take social arrangements as natural, but it can also be highly 
subversive, both thematically by enabling people to see things otherwise, to 
experience the world from the vantage-point of people who are differently 
situated, and in its work on language, which resists or seeks to transform the 
cliché, the normal ways of thinking, and provoke imaginative possibilities. 
In its work on language it enacts a utopian impulse to try something new. 
As for recent theory, it especially has been a putting into question of what 
is seen as natural and commonsensical. The exposure of the “natural” as a 
historical product that could have been different and therefore could be dif-
ferent in the future has important potential consequences in social and politi-
cal realms. Perhaps the most obvious examples are ideas about gender and 
sexuality and identity, which theory has challenged in various ways. Feminist 
theory and then queer theory can stand as models of ways in which theory—
or here I should say “theoretical debates,” for the vitality of these domains lies 
in disagreements and alternatives—can promote change.  
Doing theory involves skepticism about received wisdom, a curiosity about 
alternative ways of thinking, an attraction to the power of ideas that move 
self-reflexively to take in a larger picture, and perhaps a sense that a thought 
is valuable when it is taken as far as it can go.


• the redemptive, human model of sacrifice that extracts 
value, seeks dialectical transumption 
• the process of poetry itself, which is figured as a form of 
garbage management:


 poetry is itself like an installation at Marine


 Shale: it reaches down into the dead pit 
 and cool oil of stale recognition and words and


 brings up hauls of stringy gook which it arrays 
 with light and strings with shiny syllables and


 gets the mind back into vital relationship with  
 communication channels: 


Can poetry mediate between the scientific and the spiritual? 
Poetry itself is represented as a transmutation of energy:


   there is a mound,


 too, in the poet’s mind dead language is hauled 
 off to and burned down on, the energy held and


 shaped into new turns and clusters,


The reduction to garbage can yield energy, and this is seen 
as a form of redemption, as the poem continues


     for


 where but in the very asshole of comedown is 
 redemption:...


 where but in the arrangements love crawls us  
 through, not a thing left in our self-display


 unhumiliated, do we find the sweet seed of 
 new routes:


Yeats noted that “Love has pitched his mansion in the place 
of excrement,” but Ammons’s poem denies that such cycles 
of redemption are a transcendence of nature:


      but we are natural: nature, not


 we, gave rise to us:


And poems themselves are seen as concretions of matter, 
not transcendent but only, on occasion, particularly slow to 
break down: 


    poems themselves


 processing, revitalizing so much dead material 
 become a dead-material concentrate time’s 


 longest actions sometimes can’t dissolve: not  
 to worry: 


Ironically troping on the idea that poems will outlast gilded 
monuments, suggesting that they survive only as particularly 
refractory concentrates of dead matter, this poem, with its 
remarkable juxtapositions, the intermingling of the high and 
low, the interweaving of the literary and the scientific, and 
its astounding inventiveness, could serve us as one modern 
parable for the humanities, in its negotiation of the meaning 
of scientific accounts. As it engages the issues of our condi-
tion, testing possibilities of thought and evaluative strategies, 
turning them round, resisting easy lines of escape, does it 
make something happen? At the very least, Ammons’s poem, 
like Auden’s, which is still going strong, survives in the val-
ley of its saying, as a way of happening, offering readers a 
singular experience and showing us that poems are good to 
think with.


Poetry continued from page 3


A. R. Ammons
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Letter from the Chair


Last year was extraordinary for the English 
Department. Not only were we able to appoint a total of seven new faculty 
members (certainly a record for recent years), but we began a new, high-profile 
visiting writer series with the aid of a generous gift from anonymous donors. 
And we finally have an enhanced department website. The new faculty, 
Creative Writing reading series, and visiting writer appointments have gener-
ated an unusual number of public events.
In cooperation with our colleagues in Africana Studies and Feminist, Gender 
& Sexuality Studies, we have made three major senior appointments. Professor 
Grant Farred, most recently on the faculty of Duke University, is the author 
of What’s My Name? Black Vernacular Intellectuals (2003) and Midfielder’s 
Moment: Coloured Literature and Culture in Contemporary South Africa 
(1999), and is completing a third book, Bodies in Motion, Bodies at Rest, 
forthcoming in 2008. Professor Carol Boyce Davies, a Caribbeanist most 
recently on the faculty of Florida International University, is the author of 
Black Women, Writing and Identity: Migrations of the Subject (1994) and 
Left of Karl Marx: Claudia Jones, Black/Communist Woman (forthcom-
ing 2007). She currently is working on a volume of personal reflections, 
Caribbean Spaces: Between the Twilight Zone and the Underground Railroad. 
And Associate Professor Jane Juffer, a specialist in U.S. cultural studies, is the 
author of At Home with Pornography: Women, Sex, and Everyday Life (1998) 
and Single Mother: The Emergence of the Domestic Intellectual (2006).
We also were delighted to appoint three junior professorial faculty mem-
bers and, in cooperation with the John S. Knight Writing Program, one 
senior lecturer. Assistant Professor Jenny Mann, who received her PhD 
from Northwestern University and was a Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow at 
Cornell’s Society for the Humanities, is completing a book, Outlaw Rhetoric: 
Fashioning Vulgar Eloquence in Early Modern England. Kevin Attell, whose 
PhD is from Berkeley, is working on two books—one on the encyclopedic 
novel in the twentieth century, the other on the relations between theories 
by the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben and 
the French philosopher Jacques Derrida. Assistant 
Professor Jeremy Braddock is finishing a book, 
The Modernist Collector and Black Modernity, 
1914–1934. He has edited a collection of essays on 
Hollywood “B” movies and has published articles on 
the Black Atlantic and African-American modernism. 
David Faulkner received his PhD in English from 
Princeton University and is a specialist in the teaching 
of college-level writing.
The new Creative Writing reading series, combined 
with several other individual sponsored readings, 
began with a bang in the winter of 2007. The series 
has proved so popular that all readings now take 
place in large auditoriums rather than the English 
Department lounge. Visitors for fall 2007 include 
poets Willie Perdomo and Gabrielle Calvocoressi and 
eminent fiction writers Sandra Cisneros, Sir Salman 
Rushdie, and William Kennedy. In the spring, poets 
Mark Doty and Paul Lisicky and fiction writer 
Denis Johnson join the faculty for what promises 
to be an amazing semester.


The new M.H. Abrams Distinguished Visiting Professorship allows us to bring 
in renowned senior academics who have much to say both to our students 
and to our faculty. Our first Abrams Professor was Sandra Gilbert, a student 
of Mike’s who is famous as a foundational feminist literary critic and is also a 
major poet; her joint reading with Mike Abrams this past January is described 
on page 9.
Besides the anonymous gift for the Creative Writing Lecture Series, we 
have received important smaller gifts from friends of the Cornell English 
Department. We are especially grateful to Cynthia Leder, who created an 
endowment that will add to the Chair’s Discretionary Fund. This fund helps 
co-sponsor numerous conferences and lecturers on campus each year, an 
increasing number in residence halls. It provides a regular budget for our very 
active Undergraduate Literature Club, which sponsors book-club gatherings, 
film screenings, and open-mic evenings at which students can read aloud their 
own poetry and fiction. Most recently the Chair’s Discretionary Fund has 
been able to restore money for Take Your Students Out for Pizza, a program 
that has supported many informal gatherings of undergraduates and faculty 
in the past. Contributions to this fund continue to be welcome.
I invite you to take some time to explore the department’s website, a work in 
progress that is developing all the time. You’ll find pictures of our new faculty 
at www.arts.cornell.edu/english/_old/new-faculty-07.html. Personal faculty 
websites are emerging one by one, attached to the faculty directory at www.
arts.cornell.edu/english/about/faculty_directory. Former chair Laura Brown 
and our redoubtable Administrative Manager Marianne Marsh have done 
excellent work helping professionals design this site. Keep an eye on it.


Molly Hite


Sandra Cisneros is a novelist, poet, short story writer and essayist whose work gives voice to work-
ing-class Latino and Latina life in America. Her reading was part of the Creative Writing Program's 
Fall 2007 Reading Series.
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Distinguished Visitor, Distinguished Mentor


Lectures come and go in the English Department, 
but it isn’t often that familial bonds are invoked so 
frequently as they were this past January 29. On 
a cold winter afternoon in the Hollis E. Cornell 
Auditorium, before a packed audience of students, 
colleagues, and guests, the distinguished feminist 
critic Sandra Gilbert recounted how her “all-time 
favorite professor” M.H. Abrams insisted that she 
call him Mike when they saw each other at confer-
ences. (Gilbert joked that all she could muster was 
“Uncle Mike.”)
The occasion inaugurated the 
M.H. Abrams Distinguished 
Visiting Professorship. The 
choice of Gilbert as first 
recipient was fitting because 
Abrams conceived and edited 
The Norton Anthology of 
English Literature, which 
has become the standard 
text in universities across 
the country, while Gilbert 
(with her long-time profes-
sional partner Susan Gubar) 
is introducing a new genera-
tion of students to a differ-
ent kind of canon with The Norton Anthology of 
Literature by Women. Her and Gubar’s first book, 
The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer 
and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination 
(1979), was a foundational study for the emerging 
field of feminist literary scholarship. The memoir 
Wrongful Death: A Medical Tragedy (1995) and 
the recent Death’s Door: Modern Dying and the 
Ways We Grieve (2006) helped set up the graduate 
seminar on literary approaches to death and griev-
ing that she went on to teach that spring. 
On the occasion of the joint lectures, Gilbert and 
Abrams paid homage to each other with a degree 
of warmth and respect that would touch any 
student who has developed a strong bond with a 
teacher, as most everyone in the room surely had.
Gilbert began by listing feminist writers and 
critics who had been mentored by Abrams at one 


point or another—scholars such 
as Americanist Nina Baym, queer 
theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, 
postcolonial thinker Gayatri Spivak, 
early modernist Margaret Ferguson, 
and science fiction writer Joanna 
Russ. She added: “I can only hope 
that what I have to say to you 
today along with what I teach in 
my classes will be in some small 


way worthy of everything I learned about read-
ing and writing, teaching and thinking from 
Professor Abrams.”
Abrams responded by a disavowal: “You have 
grossly exaggerated my influence. But I will find it 
in my heart to forgive you!” He then called Gilbert 
“the shining star” among his students and said: 
“I didn’t set out to make any of them feminists. 
They were just so damned intelligent and able 


and contentious that they found their own way 
into that kind of work.” 
The themes of homage and family showed not 
only in what Gilbert and Abrams had to say about 
each other but also in the spirit of their remarks on 
literature. In her lecture “Finding Atlantis: Thirty 
Years of Exploring Women’s Literary Traditions 
in English,” Gilbert posited Atlantis as a lost con-
tinent that represents a women’s literary canon 
of English literature. She linked women writers’ 
yearning for literary ancestors in the depths of time 
to the search of feminist critics for mentorship 
through example. Of course Gilbert has herself 
been a scholarly parent to subsequent generations 
of feminist critics, some of whom were in atten-
dance. Abrams’ own lecture, “Reading Poetry 
Aloud,” showed how his passion for literature 
inspired a host of former students. “It is the nature 


of the poem that it comes into full existence only 
briefly and sporadically in the act of reading it 
aloud or hearing someone else read it aloud,” he 
began. He then brought memorably into existence 
poems by Keats, Wordsworth, A.R. Ammons, and 
others, using subtle modulations of voice and a 
minute attention to rhythms and pauses to show 
how the sensitive enunciation of a poem can be an 
act of literary interpretation.
It so happens that Sandra’s son, Roger Gilbert, 
is a professor in the English Department, while 
Stephen Weiss, the former chairman of Cornell’s 
Board of Trustees who endowed the M.H. Abrams 
Distinguished Visiting Professorship, was one of 
Sandra’s classmates. These connections only height-
ened what must have been sensed by everyone in 
the audience by the time dusk had turned to night: 
the Cornell English Department felt like family.


“I can only hope that 


what I have to say 


to you today along 


with what I teach in 


my classes will be 


in some small way 


worthy of everything 


I learned about 


reading and writing, 


teaching and thinking 


from Professor 


Abrams.”
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JJami Carlacio’s collection The Fiction of Toni Morrison: Teaching 
and Writing on Race, Culture, and Identity appeared this year from 
the National Council of Teachers of English. Jonathan Culler’s The 
Literary in Theory appeared in 2007 from Stanford University Press, as 
well as the four-volume work from Routledge, Structuralism: Critical 
Concepts, which he edited. Elizabeth DeLoughrey’s Routes and Roots: 
Navigating Carribean and Pacific Island Literatures is appearing this 
year from University of Hawai’i Press. Alice Fulton’s poem “A.M.: 
The Hopeful Monster” appeared last year in The Pushcart Book of 
Poetry: The Best Poems from Thirty Years of the Pushcart Prize. Andy 
Galloway’s Medieval Literature and Culture appeared last year from 
Continuum Books. Roger Gilbert wrote the preface to the 2006 Norton 
edition of A.R. Ammons’s Ommateum. Molly Hite wrote the introduc-
tion and annotations to a new edition of Virginia Woolf ’s The Waves 
from Harcourt/Harvest. Wendy Jones’s Consensual Fictions: Women, 
Liberalism, and the English Novel appeared in 2005 from the University 
of Toronto Press. Reyna Kalas’s Frames, Glass, Verse: The Technology 
of Poetic Invention in the English Renaissance appeared this year from 
Cornell University Press. J. Robert Lennon published three short stories 
in Playboy and released American Recluse, a volume of original music 
under the name Inverse Room. Dan McCall’s Ernest Hemingway is 
forthcoming from Oxford University Press. Satya Mohanty is co-editor 
of The Future of Diversity: Academic Leaders Reflect on American Higher 
Education, forthcoming from Palgrave-MacMillan. Robert Morgan’s 
Boone: A Biography appears this fall from Algonquin Books. Neil 
Saccamano co-edited Politics and Passions, 1500–1850, which was 
published by Princeton University Press last year. Helena Viramontes’s 


second novel, Their Dogs Came With Them, appeared this year from 
Atrias/Simon & Schuster.
Elizabeth Deloughrey, in addition to her promotion to associate profes-
sor, has received the Global Fellows Award from the International Institute 
of the University of California, Los Angeles. Roger Gilbert received a 
National Humanities Center fellowship for 2007–2008. Thomas Hill 
received the Russell Distinguished Teaching Award last spring. Robert 
Morgan received the 2007 Academy Award by the American Academy 
of Arts and Letters. Ernesto Quiñonez received the Latino Book Award 
for Chango’s Fire in 2005. Helena Viramontes received the American 
Association of Hispanics in Higher Education Award for Literary 
Contribution this year. 
Finally, a salute to Douglas Mao, who begins a new appointment as 
associate professor of English at Johns Hopkins University after four years 
on the faculty at Cornell. A superb administrator, advisor, and director 
of undergraduate studies as well as a brilliant teacher and scholar, Doug’s 
energy, warmth, and collegiality will be sorely missed.


Philip Lorenz joins the 
Cornell faculty as an assis-
tant professor after com-
pleting his PhD at New 
York University in 2004. 
His forthcoming book, 
The Tears of Sovereignty: 
Perspectives of Power 
in Renaissance Drama 
(Fordham University Press), 
encapsulates much of his 
work in the field by com-


paring texts and traditions of the early modern 
English and Spanish theatres from interlocking 
theoretical perspectives. He combines the tropo-
logical approach of deconstruction with political 
and feminist approaches influenced by such fig-
ures as Adriana Cavarero and Giorgio Agamben. 
He specializes in the literature of early modern 
England and the history of drama. His teach-
ing this year includes a course on the nature of 
the enemy in plays from Shakespeare to August 
Wilson and a graduate seminar on theater and the 
question of sovereignty.


Dagwami Woubshet received his PhD in the 
history of American civilization from Harvard 
University in 2007 and joins the Cornell faculty 
as an assistant professor. His research deals with 
AIDS-related literature and visual art as well as 


queer and African 
literature and theory 
more generally. His 
book-in-progress, 
Figurations of 
Catastrophe: the 
Poetics and Politics 
of AIDS Loss, is a 
comparative study of 
responses to the AIDS 
crisis in the United 
States and South 
Africa, focusing on 


poetic elegies. It proceeds from readings of literary 
and visual artworks to a consideration of the politi-
cal representation of AIDS in both countries. At 
Cornell his teaching extends his research interests: 
Literatures of the Black Atlantic, which consid-
ers modern diasporic literatures from Africa, the 
Caribbean, and the United States; Narratives of 
Loss—AIDS; and a course on American literature 
in the 1980s.


Carin Ruff is a 
former rare-book 
librarian who plans 
to teach courses in 
textual studies and the 
history of the book 
as an assistant profes-
sor in the English 
Department, as well 
as Medieval Latin 
and Paleography for 
the Medieval Studies 


program. She received her PhD in medieval studies 
from the University of Toronto in 2001. Her cur-
rent book project is a study of narrative strategies 
in historical writing of the Anglo-Saxon period.


NEW FACULTY


Members


NotesFaculty 







11


E


New Faculty:


    Ernesto Quiñonez and J. Robert Lennon


Ernesto Quiñonez’s first ambition was to paint; 
now he paints mainly with words.
“That’s how I write my novels,” he explained in a 
recent conversation with English at Cornell and his 
new colleague, John (J. Robert) Lennon. “I start 
with the landscape first, then work towards the 
characters. At first I felt I wasn’t good enough as 
a writer; I wrote lots of junk until I wrote Bodega 
Dreams. It felt true and honest to me—a vision of 
what we could be and could do. It’s really a re-writ-
ing of The Great Gatsby.” The novel, which is set 
in New York City in a neighborhood like the one 
Ernesto grew up in, already 
has been translated into 
several languages, though 
attempts at translating the 
colloquial English title vary 
considerably (in Spanish 
it’s El Barrio del Gran 
Gatsby, The Great Gatsby’s 
Neighborhood). 
His second published 
book, Chango’s Fire, is 
also set in New York City. 
“Sociologically, it’s what 
happened to neighborhoods 
like Spanish Harlem when 
values fell so low landlords 
preferred burning their 
properties to renting them. 
Ghettoes aren’t a thing of 
the past, though gentrification has happened fast 
in the bigger cities. It’s as though people said, ‘Let’s 
get rid of the ghettoes.’ So now it’s Starbuck’s and 
a Rite-Aid, a Starbuck’s and a Rite-Aid. It’s not my 
town any more.”
Does he like Ithaca better?
“It’s liveable,” he said drily. “It’s very different. 
I like Cornell.” 


“It has a fantastic writing faculty,” he 
and John both said at once.
John came to Ithaca after years of 
wandering from his home state of 
New Jersey. He met his wife Rhian in 
Montana and they moved back to the 
East Coast, looking for towns with 
good libraries where the real estate 
was cheap. He worked as a free-lance 
writer and visiting teacher of writing 
for several years before joining Cornell 
full-time. 
His stories have been published in 
The New Yorker and elsewhere; his 
books include the novels The Funnies 
and Mailman, and a collection of 
very short stories called Pieces for the 


Left Hand. His latest novel, Happyland, was the 
first book serialized by Harper’s magazine since 
Norman Mailer in the early 1970s.
How did that happen? 
“Only after I had nearly given up on publishing 
it,” he explained. “It ended up being in serial form 
because of publishers’ fear of being sued.” The plot 
resembles the career of the woman who founded 
the American Girl dolls. Novelists, it seems, can be 
sued by real people for writing works of fiction. “I 
was playing off real-life situations but the charac-


ters are imaginary. In fact I didn’t 
know anything about the real 
person—only the story of the per-
son who bought American Girl 
dolls. I made a character of a doll 
company CEO and asked myself 
what that would be like. It turned 
out I got it all wrong.”
John’s current project is “a book 
about weird soli-
tude, sort of Jack 
London meets 
Stephen King. 
It’s ostensibly 
about a guy who 
finds a castle in 
the woods, and 
secretly about 
the Iraq war.” At 


least it follows the recurrent themes 
of John’s other fiction, which he 
summed up cheerfully: “Hostility 
and resentment. Intimidation. 
Embarrassment. The psychological 
roots of physical aggression.”
John described his first novel, 
The Light of Falling Stars, as his 


effort to learn how to do what other writers did: “I 
figured out how to bring inspiration into writing, 
though the book feels schematic to me now.”
Can a writer plan inspiration?
“I couldn’t relax until I had a structure of nar-
rative. Then the real feelings came out when I 
relaxed. I need a detailed outline first, so I can 
abandon it later.”
“I don’t write that way but I like that idea,” Ernesto 
said. “Basically, with writing, you write maps of 
where you’ve never been. But then what happens is 
that life takes you on other directions, away from 
your books. And you have to reel yourself back to 
the work. I don’t see writers as any different than 
let’s say, bus drivers. It’s a job and you do it. If bus 
drivers would wait for inspiration or a big grant 
or only drive the bus when their love lives are in 
order, no one would ever get to work.” 
Ernesto’s first (unpublished) attempt at fiction 
was inspired by Camus’s The Stranger, which he 
admired “because of the minimalist prose and the 
voice of the existentialist—the man who, because 
he does not have a country, has no center to locate 
his place in the universe and therefore has become 
an emotionless robot.”
Writing about Spanish-speaking people doesn’t 
mean Ernesto sees himself mainly as an “ethnic” 
writer—any more than one would consider Saul 
Bellow, Philip Roth, Joseph Heller, and Barnard 
Malamud as simply Jewish writers. “Today, no 
one in their right mind would think of teaching 
American literature without mentioning those writ-
ers. They are ‘literature’—part of the canon. Latino 
literature is poised to achieve the same recognition. 
I see myself as just another cog in making that 
transition happen.”
If Chango’s Fire and Happyland are any indication, 


the American canon is in 
good hands.
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Readings by Writers
This past year saw the first of a dramatically 
expanded Creative Writing series, sponsored in part 
by generous donations from two Cornell alumni, 
that featured readings by ten visiting writers in all. 
The following personal report was written by the 
assistant editor of this issue of English at Cornell.


When Junot Díaz invited me to salsa with him at 
a noisy bar, I had this sudden image in my head of 
my MFA professors at the faculty club, surrounded 
by white cloth and wood paneling. They were per-
suading a white-haired widow to fund a new read-
ing series so that students like me can have close 
contact with notable writers outside Cornell. This 
was probably not the kind of contact they had in 
mind, but I wasn’t about to stop myself.
By then, Díaz’s residency had already given me 
and my fellow MFA writers plenty of insight. The 
author of the acclaimed story collection Drown 
and the soon-to-be-released The Brief Wondrous 
Life of Oscar Wao not only conducted a special 
workshop for us where we submitted stories-in-
progress but also solicited finished manuscripts for 
consideration at The Boston Review, where he is 
the fiction editor. We had meals with him where 
he talked about his days as a grad student in our 
department. We attended a craft lecture where he 
drilled us on the importance of structure. For three 
days and nights, it was all-Junot all the time.


Then there was his public reading, thrown into cri-
sis when a scheduling conflict forced its audience 
into the cramped English lounge. My recurring 
nightmare of taking a test for a class I had never 
attended came true when I walked into Hollis E. 
Cornell Auditorium and a friendly TA suggested 
that I find my lab partners for the biochem prelim. 
When the TA saw the shock on my face, he said, 
“Oh. You must be here for the reading. It’s been 
moved.” Díaz handled the situation with signifi-
cantly more grace, reading from the room entrance 
so that audience members could sit on the floor 
around the podium and those stuck in the hall 
could hear him.
Maybe it was the stress, but at the end of the recep-
tion Díaz asked some of the writers if we wanted 
to go somewhere. Someone suggested salsa dancing 
at Olivia’s. He not only offered me dance tips that 
night but gave us all a great lesson on how to keep 
it real, just in case we need it someday. 
There are other stories, not just from me but from 
other members of the MFA program. I heard 
that David Barber, poetry editor of The Atlantic 
Monthly, conducted an amazing workshop, as 
did Elizabeth Alexander. There were lunches with 
Alice Friman and Heather McHugh. From Emily 
Rosko, we learned all about PhD programs in 
creative writing; we learned that George Saunders 


gives each of his characters distinctive voices 
when he reads.
The next series promises another batch of lumi-
naries, among them the newly-knighted Salman 
Rushdie, who is probably my biggest influence. 
Cornell also will host Sandra Cisneros, William 
Kennedy, Charles Simic, Mark Doty, Paul Lisicky, 
and Denis Johnson. The last three will be visit-
ing writers for all of spring semester, a situation 
that kept me awake one night wondering which 
one I would pick if I were forced to choose a class 
from among them. When I eventually fell asleep, 
I dreamt that Sir Salman was teaching me how to 
move in a red sari embroidered with gold thread, as 
we performed a musical number to the Bollywood 
remix of U2’s “The Ground Beneath Her Feet.”


Meredith Ramirez Talusan
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Beginning in the spring 2009 semester and continuing through this fall, 
Cornell’s Creative Writing Program is celebrating its “Centennial Plus 
Five”—105 years since the first creative writing course at Cornell, and 
a hundred years of continuous creative writing offerings in the English 
curriculum. The program has invited dozens of Cornell writers to 
return, deliver readings, and discuss their time here; guests have included 
bestselling novelists Stewart O’Nan and Melissa Bank, Pulitzer Prize–
winning fiction writer Junot Díaz; award-winning poets Lisa Steinman 
and Crystal Williams; the novelist and screenwriter Richard Price; and 
Nobel Prize–winning novelist Toni Morrison. The centennial readings are 
a continuation of the immensely successful ongoing reading series made 
possible by two anonymous donors, also Cornell graduates. This issue of 
English at Cornell highlights these events by giving a long look at creative 
writing. The lead article, prepared by J. Robert Lennon, surveys the entire 
“centennial plus five”; the second article, drawn from a talk by Roger 
Gilbert, is devoted to Archie Ammons’s 37 years in the department. Finally, 
the “Books” page brings the achievements of the creative writing faculty up 
to date by surveying four outstanding books published in the past year.


By J. Robert Lennon


The English Department at Cornell offers more than forty sections of 
undergraduate creative writing each year, which are taken by between 
six and seven hundred students. Its MFA program in fiction and 


poetry, which admits about eight students 
per year, is one of the most competitive in the 
nation. That program in turn produces Epoch
the nationally revered literary magazine.
How did it all get started?
Professor Emeritus James McConkey recently 
searched for clues to the origin of our program 
in the University archives. He discovered a 
student magazine, the Cornell Era, which, in the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century, had been 
devoted to news, sports, reviews, and “some 
informal essays.” But in 1900, the magazine’s 
mission changed. Volume XXXIII opened with 
an introduction that declared the magazine to 
be “outliving its usefulness.” The Era was due 
for a change, to a more literary focus. Indeed, 
the introduction announced a contest: “to 
encourage literary activity at Cornell,” President 
Jacob Gould Schurman was offering “a prize of 
twenty-five dollars to the best short story written 
by an undergraduate and appearing in the Era 
during the year to come.” President Schurman, 
the introduction went on, made this offer in 
order to counter “a lamentable lack of interest in 
things literary at Cornell.” Twenty-five dollars, 
McConkey notes, was “a handsome prize in 1900. 
Apparently President Schurman felt Cornell 
needed to emphasize literary achievements—
including creative writing—and this new 
emphasis is reflected not only in the Era but in 
the offerings of the English Department.”
The first short-story course was taught in the 
second semester of the 1904–1905 academic year, 
and was open to students who had previously 
taken Advanced Composition. It is worth noting 
who taught that Advanced Composition course—
William Strunk, Jr., who, a little over a decade 
later, would publish The Elements of Style, a guide 
for writers of prose. Forty years after that, another 
Cornellian, Strunk’s former student E. B. White, 
would revise and expand the book, which would 
sell more than two million copies of its first edition 
since 1955. The description of this first creative 
writing course, as printed in the 1904–1905 
course register, reads:
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7. The short story. The study of selected specimens, with 
frequent exercises in story-writing. For students wishing 
further practice in narration and description. Open (except by 
special permission) only to students who have had course 3. 
Two hours a week during the second term. T-Th, 9. (Room 
to be announced hereafter.) Dr. ANDREWS.


Dr. Andrews’s name lives on today in the Arthur Lynn Andrews Prize, 
given each year to the best short story written by a Cornell student.
By the 1909–1910 academic year, creative writing had become a staple of 
the English curriculum, with three courses offered, in the short story, the 
novel, and playwriting. The fiction classes were taught by Andrews, the 
playwriting class by Martin W. Sampson. According to Morris Bishop’s 
History of Cornell, Sampson, at that time chair of the English Department, 


was an early and enthusiastic proponent of bringing more creative writing 
into English. In addition to his teaching, Sampson was known for his 
Saturday night “Manuscript Club,” which (though Bishop does not 
elaborate) we can imagine was an informal writing workshop for students.
Cornell’s fledgling creative writing classes produced a number of literary 
luminaries in these early years. In addition to his edition of Strunk’s writing 
guide, E. B. White, of course, wrote many essays and much-loved books for 
children. 1905 graduate Jessie Fausset, a poet, essayist, and novelist, played 
a vital role in the Harlem Renaissance and would publish four novels in 
her lifetime. Kenneth Roberts, a historical novelist and travel writer, would 
win a “special citation” Pulitzer Prize in 1957, and Pearl S. Buck, who 


graduated in 1925, 
would win the Nobel 
Prize for literature only 
13 years later, the first 
American woman to 
earn that honor. Laura 
Riding Jackson was 
the author of poems, 
essays, criticism, novels, 
and stories, and would 
loom large in twentieth 
century letters, 
particularly for her 
poetry of the twenties 
and thirties. And 
bestselling novelists 
Laura Z. Hobson 
(Class of 1921) and 


George Harmon Coxe 
(Class of 1923) were also 
Cornell writing students.
Although Cornell offered 
creative writing classes 
through these years, it wasn’t 
until after the Second World 
War that the notion of a 
creative writing program 
gained traction. In 1946, 
the dean of the College of 
Arts and Sciences was C. 
W. de Kiewiet, a prominent 
historian who had come to 
Cornell from the University 
of Iowa, which by then 
had begun its Writers’ 
Workshop. De Kiewiet 
recruited Baxter Hathaway 
from the University of 
Montana and asked him to create a formal program in creative writing.
Hathaway is, indisputably, the father of the modern creative writing 
program at Cornell. A brilliant writer and teacher of broad interests and 
great energy, Hathaway would eventually achieve legendary status on 
campus. In a profile published in 1998, his colleague Edgar Rosenberg 
wrote: “By the time he died, [Hathaway] had published 11 books, ranging 
from a novel he’d written at 27 to books on transformational syntax, 
Renaissance criticism, and stylistics; and he had established, ex nihilo, one 
of the most durable programs in creative writing.” By January of 1947 he 
had presented Dean de Kiewiet with a detailed plan for a writing program, 
which he described in a 1979 history of writing at Cornell:


[It involved] a series of courses so that a writer could take a 
writing course each semester from his sophomore year through 
an MA degree; plans for the launching of a national literary 
magazine to keep the Cornell writing community in touch 
with the rest of the country; the publication by the Cornell 
University Press of an annual volume of the best short stories 
written by Cornell students; and the encouragement of an 
undergraduate literary magazine. . . The emphases in this 
projected program were put upon cultivating an environment 
for writing to flourish in.


The dean approved the plan, formalizing creative writing at Cornell—
but he rejected the notion of spending university money on a national 
magazine. Hathaway, however, understood the importance of such a 
literary magazine to the nascent program’s reputation. He and a group of 
other writers (including Hathaway’s wife Sherry Hathaway, James W. and 
Carol Hall, John and Vivian Sessions, Robert H. Elias, Henry H. Adams, 
and Morris Bishop) launched the magazine with their own money and 
convinced the dean to give it a campus address. This magazine, of course, 
was Epoch.
The new program was in place by the fall of 1947, and, Hathaway wrote, 
“proceeded to grow, sometimes rapidly, sometimes unevenly”:
The curricular plan called for sophomore courses for which all kinds of 
creative writing could be done. . . In junior year, specialization took over 
and fiction writers and poets were separated as each engaged the problems 
specially pertinent to the genre. . . In the senior writing seminar, all came 
together again, where they were joined by graduate students until their 
numbers became too many for one group.
Aside from the inclusion of graduate students in upper-level courses, which 
would end when a separate MFA program in writing was established, 
this model of teaching writing has remained in force to this day, with 
undergraduates studying poetry and fiction together in the 2800-level 
courses and reuniting in the advanced level workshops. This approach 
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to the subject is part of what makes Cornell’s program distinctive and 
provides writers with experience outside their normal boundaries, offering 
fiction writers lessons in rhythm and verbal economy, and poets experience 
in narrative momentum and character development.
The first issue of Epoch appeared in 1947, under the editorship of the late 
Robert Elias (see page 9). “As a result of notices in The Saturday Review of 
Literature, The Writer, and Writer’s Digest,” Hathaway wrote in his brief 
history of the magazine, “manuscripts began to come in, and the first issue 
appeared...Sherry Hathaway, Vivian Sessions, and Helen Elias have done 
much of the mechanical work on the magazine, and students have given 
occasional assistance.” This “occasional assistance” would later become 
compulsory for graduate students, after the English Department received 
funding for teaching fellowships that would make the MFA program 
essentially a four-year program in teaching and writing. The new magazine 
received praise from the beginning. The editor of Harper’s wrote, “For 
some time it has seemed to me there was a yawning gap in the publishing 
world, and I believe that your magazine is going to fill this gap quite 
competently.” Writer Ray Bradbury, then fresh off his first book of short 
stories, wrote, “Just a brief note to tell you how pleased I am with the first 
issue of Epoch. The material therein is exceptional.” Columbia professor 
William A. Owens was so impressed with the first issue that, “I have been 
passing copies around to students in my short-story writing classes here at 
Columbia and urging them...to send stories to you.”
In spite of the auspicious beginnings of both the magazine and creative 
writing program, the 1950s would present difficulties for creative writers 
at Cornell. In part because students at the time could take only a limited 
number of courses in the department of their major, a split began to form 
between creative writing and literature. Hathaway explains: “All attempts 
by the literary historians to prepare undergraduates properly for entrance 
into the best graduate schools put demands upon them that did not allow 
them enough time to develop themselves as writers...the age-old split 
between scholar and writer widened.” By 1953, there was only one faculty 
member in the Writing Program with a rank above instructor, yet half of 
English majors were writers; this situation endangered the program, and 
a movement to abolish the separate writing curriculum gained traction in 
the department. But in 1948, an annual Festival of Contemporary Arts 
had come into being, and the committee that organized it grew in power 
over the next two decades, protecting, Hathaway writes, “the interests of 
all the fine arts up until the formation in the late sixties of the Council for 
the Creative and Performing Arts.” The writing program was saved in the 
English Department by the requirement that majors complete fifteen course 
hours in a “related field.” Writers could use their writing courses to fulfill 
this requirement. It was a poor solution, however, and Hathaway described 
the consequences: “For many years then the English Department became 
in effect two departments and lost the opportunity of effecting a union 
of interests that would have allowed for a common core of humanistic 
education without blighting diversity of interests away from the center.”
Nevertheless, by the late fifties, Hathaway had been joined by Edgar 
Rosenberg, Walter Slatoff, and Jim McConkey, gifted teachers of writing 
who also held PhDs. And they encountered some exceptional talent. 
When M. H. Abrams, teaching his survey of English literature, received 
an essay that seemed clearly beyond the capacity of an undergraduate, he 
invited the author to his office for a chat. It became immediately clear 
that the shy engineering student with the pencil-thin moustache was the 
legitimate writer of the essay; but when Abrams asked him what honors 
courses he was taking in English, he replied that he wasn’t smart enough 
for them. Fortunately, the young man, whose name was Thomas Pynchon, 
did take some creative writing courses. As his teacher Walt Slatoff recalled 
years later, when Pynchon finished reading one of his stories in class, his 
fellow students broke into applause. Slatoff rushed to the Epoch office 
with the manuscript in his hand, but it was refused; as a result, Pynchon’s 
publishing debut occurred through an undergraduate literary magazine, 
Rainy Day. (Pynchon palled around in those days with another, more 
flamboyant literature student, Richard Farina, who lived in an apartment 
on Linden Avenue in Collegetown—the basis of Farina’s phantasmagoric 
novel Been Down So Long It Looks Like Up to Me.) When Slatoff died in 
1991, his colleague Dan McCall received a phone call from the now 


famous author, with a moving 
message of tribute that McCall 
read the next day at the 
memorial service.
In the 1960s, the MFA 
degree was gaining popularity 
nationwide, replacing the 
MA for graduate students 
in creative fields. In 1967, 
the MFA degree in writing 
was approved at Cornell. 
Nevertheless, for some time, 
the status of the Cornell 
MFA program, and MFA 
programs in general, remained 
controversial. Cornell granted 
tenure only to holders of the 
PhD—until A. R. Ammons 
became the first tenured 
professor without an advanced 
degree (see page 5). At the 
same time that writers were 


struggling to have the MFA accepted as the appropriate terminal degree 
for a teacher of writing, colleges and universities were going through hard 
times. The baby boom was over, and the humanities—and creative artists in 
particular—had become identified with “anti-war protesters and alternative 
life-styles,” Hathaway wrote.


Even while enrollments in writing courses increased while those 
in other areas of the humanities declined, often drastically, the 
PhDs closed ranks…most departments in the humanities were 
built on a PhD base, accrediting agencies were accustomed 
to recognizing only the PhD as a terminal degree, and it is 
never quite clear whether the arts should be classed with the 
humanities or not. The result at present at Cornell is that the 
MFA in Writing Program is going strong…it faces grudging 
support at best from the rest of the English Department, and at 
worst outright hostility. The job market for its degree holders is 
in a sad state.


That was 1979, and things were soon to change for writing programs 
nationwide, and for Cornell’s in particular. The 1980s would prove to be a 
renaissance for the short story, leading to a gradual rise to prominence for 
the MFA degree (both fiction and poetry) and for Cornell’s program. 
At the forefront of Cornell’s, and the nation’s, surge in creative writing was 
Epoch. In a Cornell Chronicle article about the magazine’s 50th anniversary, 
Joshua Harmon (a 1997 MFA grad) wrote, “Phillip Roth, Joyce Carol Oates, 
and Thomas Pynchon all published short fiction in Epoch early in their 
careers. Poets and writers as diverse as Annie Dillard, Stanley Elkin, Jayne 
Anne Phillips, Ron Hansen, Andre Dubus, Amy Hempel, Charles Simic, 
Leslie Scalapino, Harriet Doerr, Denis Johnson, Jorie Graham, and Rick Bass 
have appeared in the magazine.” So did Don DeLillo’s first piece of published 
fiction; and we can add National Book Award–recipient Denis Johnson, 
whose story “Out on Bail” appeared before Jesus’ Son became one of the 
best-loved collections of recent years. Yusef Komunyakaa appeared in Epoch 
before he won a Pulitzer Prize for his collection Neon Vernacular. And Jhumpa 
Lahiri, whose story collection Interpreter of Maladies has sold well more than 
half a million copies, first published one of its stories, “This Blessed House,” 
in Epoch, as well. Many of these luminaries were brought on board by long-
serving editor Michael Koch, who remains today at the helm of this now 
more-than-60-year-old publication. With the assistance of MFA graduate 
students, Koch has continued to publish work that is regularly featured in the 
annual O. Henry and Best American anthology series. In 1997, Epoch was 
awarded a special prize by the O. Henry Awards, its first best magazine prize. 
The 1980s and 1990s were also boom years for the MFA program, producing 
such writers as Lorrie Moore (Birds of America, Like Life), Melissa Bank
(The Girls’ Guide To Hunting And Fishing, The Wonder Spot), Junot Díaz 
(author of Drown and the Pulitzer Prize–winning novel The Brief Wondrous 
Life of Oscar Wao), Alice Fulton (current faculty member, poet, short-story 
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writer, and both a MacArthur and Guggenheim fellow), A. Manette Ansay 
(Vinegar Hill), Susan Choi (American Woman, A Person of Interest), and 
Stewart O’Nan (Last Night at The Lobster). Undergraduate writers from 
these years have also fared well; they include Philip Gourevich, the editor 
and journalist; Matt Ruff, author of Fool on The Hill and other novels; 
Lauren Weisberger (’99), the author of The Devil Wears Prada; the novelist 
Philipp Meyer (’99); and fiction writer Sana Krasikov (’01), winner of the 
2009 Sami Rohr Prize for Jewish Literature.
In 2006 two anonymous Cornell alums made a donation intended 
to raise the profile of the Writers At Cornell reading series. With an 
expanded budget, and a mandate to bring the world’s best writers to 
campus, the Cornell writing faculty invited fiction writers Salman 


Rushdie, Junot Díaz, Sandra Cisneros, William Kennedy, George Saunders, 
and others, and poets Charles Simic, Mark Doty, Heather McHugh, and 
Elizabeth Alexander, as well as cartoonist Alison Bechdel, to give readings, 
and to speak with students.
In 2009, both the undergraduate and graduate writing programs remain 
strong. Over the past few years, the MFA program has matriculated only 2 
percent of its applicant pool, making it one of the most selective programs in 
existence. Our graduates have maintained a stellar record of publication and 
university teaching. Though recent budget cuts represent a setback to creative 
writing—graduate students have lost a full year of support in the form of work 
as lecturers—Cornell’s program remains one of the finest in the country. Epoch, 
meanwhile, continues to offer some of the best American writing; it has twice 
had four stories collected in a single issue of the O. Henry anthology, and the 
magazine has received a citation of excellence from the Council of Learned 
Journals for its 2004 double issue devoted to A. R. Ammons.
It was Archie Ammons who once suggested—mischievously but earnestly—
that the writing program be disbanded. Lamar Herrin tells the story, in a 2005 
article for this newsletter:


Archie explained to us...that the second you institutionalize 
creative writing you kill it. I was unprepared for the cogency 
and high-seriousness of his argument. Good writing will always 
be subversive, will always serve as an instrument of dissent. Its 
mission is to rattle the status quo to its foundations. When the 
status quo is your employer, you find yourself in a moral bind, 
and the only thing to do then is to sever the ties.


In the end, those ties were not severed. But the decision to maintain them 
necessitated a change in the philosophy of the English Department and in the 
relationship between literary scholarship and literary creativity. Today’s English 
Department enjoys greater comity among writers and critics than it did in the 
seventies. Writers and critics, by and large, have learned to benefit from one 
another’s often divergent views on the creation and interpretation of literature, 
perhaps understanding what Herrin eloquently expressed in 2005:


Creative writers tend to take everything personally, and reading, 
when it strikes the right chord, constitutes a discovery that will 
inevitably lead them back to their own work. Scholars (and I’m 
not one, but I suppose) cultivate a sort of double vision that 
allows them to single out a work’s most relevant detail and place 
it in its most meaningful context—or the context in question. 
The creative writer can profit from the scholar’s sophistication 
and broad view, and the scholar needs to see and feel (in his 
bones) that some works of literature will not allow themselves 
to be disengaged from so easily...the English Department needs 
to encourage more of this cross-fertilization. It won’t be restful 
(fertilization never is), but it will yield a better fruit.


Author’s note: I’m grateful for the assistance of Helena Viramontes, Stephanie 
Vaughn, Lamar Herrin, and James McConkey in completing this history.
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First creative writing course at Cornell is offered by 
Arthur Lynn Andrews.


1938
Pearl Buck (CU ’24) wins Nobel Prize in Literature for 
The Good Earth.


1947
Baxter Hathaway draws up a plan for a program in creative 
writing. First issue of Epoch magazine appears.


1959
Thomas Pynchon graduates, after publishing his first story 
in the undergraduate literary magazine Rainy Day.


1962
A. R. Ammons is hired after giving a poetry reading. 
Seven years later, he becomes the first tenured professor 
of English to lack an advanced degree.


1967
MFA degree in writing is approved at Cornell.


1985
Alison’s Lurie’s Foreign Affairs receives the Pulitzer Prize.


1997
Epoch receives the first O. Henry Award for best magazine.


2008
Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao receives 
the Pulitzer Prize.
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continued on page 6


Apart from three semesters as a visiting professor at his alma mater 
Wake Forest, Archie Ammons spent his entire academic career at Cornell. 
Few poets have been so closely associated with a single institution. His 
loyalty stemmed in part from his abiding gratitude for Cornell’s offer of 
employment at a time when he was in desperate need of a job. In 1961, 
he resigned his position as a sales executive at his father-in-law’s medical 
glassware company in New Jersey, where he had worked for almost ten years 
while struggling to establish his reputation as a poet. After several business 
ventures fell through (including a magazine he and a friend started called, 
believe it or not, Country Club Woman), he was beginning to panic. On 
the bright side, his poetry was finally creating some buzz; after years of 
rejections his second book had been accepted for publication. But the lack of 
a steady income and, perhaps just as important, a steady routine was taking 
a psychological toll. In his quest for work Ammons briefly tried his hand as 
a realtor and a night school teacher, and even visited an employment agency 
in Philadelphia.
Salvation arrived through a fortuitous series of events. In 1962 Denise 
Levertov asked Ammons to take her place for a few months as poetry editor 
of The Nation. In that capacity he accepted a poem by a young Cornell 
instructor named David Ray, who promptly returned the favor by arranging 
for Ammons to read at Cornell. Ray’s invitation was facilitated by the fact 
that Epoch had recently accepted a group of Ammons’s poems (after having 
rejected his work on two previous occasions); as a result there was already 
considerable interest in him among the creative writing faculty, who all 
helped edit the magazine in those days. The reading took place in Willard 
Straight Hall, and according to Jim McConkey the room was so crowded 
that some latecomers had to sit on the floor. Though Ammons had given 
very few poetry readings, he evidently turned in a mesmerizing performance, 
speaking in a quiet voice that commanded complete attention. McConkey 
was so impressed by the quality of Ammons’s poems that he urged him 
to apply for a teaching position at Cornell. Baxter Hathaway, the director 
of creative writing, was also enthusiastic, and in due course Ammons was 
offered a one-year appointment as an instructor. 
The job Ammons took as Cornell’s junior poet had for years been something 
of a revolving door. Among his predecessors were Harvey Shapiro, William 
Dickey, W. D. Snodgrass, and David Ray, all of whom went on to have 
distinguished careers after leaving Cornell. At that time a doctorate was 
required for tenure-track professorships; while these poets all had master’s 
degrees, they were hired as instructors on fixed-term contracts. (The 
creative writers who held professorial appointments—Baxter Hathaway, 
Jim McConkey, Walter Slatoff, Edgar Rosenberg—all had PhDs.) Ammons 
had taken three semesters of graduate study in English at UC Berkeley, 


but never finished his MA; moreover his undergraduate degree was a BS 
in general science. Yet though his academic credentials fell short of his 
predecessors’, within five years he had been made a tenured professor. 
In part his rapid ascent reflects the incredible burst of productivity and 
recognition that coincided with his arrival at Cornell. Between 1963 and 
1968 he published five books, including Corsons Inlet and Tape for the Turn 
of the Year, which brought him increasing acclaim, including consecutive 
Guggenheim and American Academy fellowships. Cornell responded 
quickly, granting him tenure in 1969 and then, a few years later, after he 
had won the National Book Award and the Bollingen Prize, making him 
the Goldwin Smith Professor of Poetry.
When he first arrived at Cornell, Ammons struggled with feelings of 
insecurity vis-à-vis his more scholarly colleagues. In the summer after his 
first year he even returned to Berkeley in hope of completing his MA, but 
quickly found being back in the classroom as a student impossible. As his 
confidence in his intellectual abilities grew, however, he began to enter 
into active dialogue with critics and scholars, while insisting on his special 
authority as a writer. He observed new developments in literary theory 


with interest, often commenting on them in poems, essays, and interviews. 
For many years he presided over an informal salon in the Temple of Zeus, 
and while most of the regulars at his table were writers, scholars were 
always welcome to join the discussion, whose topics ranged from Derrida 
to dentistry. Both by his example and his influence, Ammons showed that 
creative writers were capable of engaging with ideas at the highest level 
of philosophical abstraction and with a degree of imaginative freedom 
denied most critics. As the first tenured writer at Cornell without a scholarly 
degree, he helped to legitimize creative writing, establishing it as more than 
simply a handmaiden to criticism but a field of study with its own wisdom 
and expertise.
Archie never took a creative writing course as an undergraduate, but at 
the end of his last semester at Berkeley, he showed some of his work to the 
poet and critic Josephine Miles. As he recalls, her first words when he went 
to her office were “Well, Mr. Ammons, you really have something here.” 
The poems he gave her, many of which later appeared in his first book, 
Ommateum, were stark, enigmatic parables about a mysterious wanderer 
named Ezra. Her enthusiastic response was crucial in giving him the faith in 
his abilities to continue writing despite many obstacles. His own teaching 
philosophy clearly reflected his desire to do for at least some of his students 
what Josephine Miles had done for him. This did not mean bestowing 
indiscriminate validation, of course, but it did mean helping his students to 
locate their own sources of strength, rather than imposing external norms 
and procedures on them. In an essay in his new book Color (see page 10), 
Ken McClane recalls that Ammons taught his creative writing seminar:


in a gentle, non-hierarchical way... .What Ammons desired 
was for students to write as their imaginations dictated. It was 
the writing (and the need to write) that would offer the impetus 
for refining and divining craft: it was the writing that would 
suggest one’s own individuality. Here, of course, Archie was 
listening to his own experience. He had not been taught 
to write in a writing program; he, in truth, had little respect 
for them.


For Ammons the central challenge in teaching creative writing classes was 
to see his students as individuals rather than an agglomerated mass. He 
always made a special point of arriving in class before his students; McClane 
remembers Ammons saying that this allowed him to greet each student 
as he or she entered the room, thus combating the tendency for them to 
merge into a faceless group. (Ammons also preferred to imagine his readers 
as distinct individuals; this was one of the reasons he disliked giving poetry 
readings.) For these reasons, Ammons tended to see his office as the place 
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where he did his real teaching. His accessibility was 
legendary; as Alice Fulton recalls, he held


what amounted to daylong office hours. 
Students were encouraged to wander 
in and chat whenever he was there. His 
only request was that such meetings 
be spontaneous... .For many writing 
students, Archie’s office became the focal 
point of their studies. 


It was here that he offered his students the more 
intimate kind of instruction that he had received, 


albeit briefly, from Josephine Miles. Ammons was keenly aware of the 
power dynamics and emotional pitfalls that often accompany the teaching 
relationship, and describes them in a 1989 interview with William Walsh:


Can you imagine in a creative writing class the interplay between 
the teacher and the student—how complex that is on both sides? 
Superficial, no matter how profound. It’s so superficial and so 
mixed, “Help me, don’t help me. Criticize this poem but only 
say good things. Don’t tell me what my next move is. Tell me, 
but don’t let me know that you told me what my next move is, 
so it will seem that I discovered it for myself. When I owe you 
something please be the first one to say I owe nothing.”


Ammons devised an ingenious solution to this pedagogical double-
bind—“Help me, don’t help me”—that involved a kind of triangulation. 
An incurable contrarian himself, he encouraged his students to defy the 
counsel of their elders and their peers and to magnify their own flaws and 
eccentricities. Alice Fulton remembers Ammons saying, “If anyone tells 
you not to do something in your poems, do more of it.” Karl Parker recalls 
being told “All you have to do is this: locate the active difficulties. That’s 
what any poet has to do, locate their own active difficulties.” Ammons even 
incorporated a version of this precept in his long poem “Garbage”:


I say to my writing students—prize your flaws, 
defects, behold your accidents, engage your
negative criticisms—these are the materials 
of your ongoing—from these places you imagine,
find, or make the ways back to all of us, the figure, 
keeping the aberrant periphery worked
clear so the central current may shift or slow 
or rouse adjusting to the necessary dynamic:


Mistakes, flaws, accidents, difficulties, peculiarities: all these for Ammons 
were potential manifestations of an underlying originality, to be explored 
and even cultivated. Ammons’s deep-seated Emersonianism shows itself 
in his self-consuming advice to do the opposite of what others advise, 
presumably including Ammons himself. In this pedagogical scenario, the 
primary value of the creative writing classroom is as a place to learn what 
others think of your work, the better to ignore them.
Though he almost never put his own poetry forward as a model, some 
aspects of Ammons’s poetics inevitably rubbed off on his students, many 
of whom were after all drawn to Cornell chiefly by their admiration for 
his work. But the influence did not all go one way; I was intrigued to 
discover, for example, that Ken McClane’s long poem “Ship: Perfunctory 
Note” makes use of double columns two years before Ammons takes up 
the same device in his 1977 book The Snow Poems. Clearly Ammons was 
reading his students’ work as carefully as he was being read. For all his 
vaunted loneliness, Ammons found at Cornell a community of fellow poets, 
students, and colleagues alike, that sustained and enriched his own work 
even as he sustained and enriched theirs. Though he once wrote that “being 
here to be here with others is for others,” the variously casual and intense 
dialogues Archie Ammons held with his fellow Cornellians in classrooms, 
the Temple of Zeus, and his office in Goldwin Smith (which is now Alice 
Fulton’s office), were for almost forty years the life’s blood of Cornell’s 
literary culture. Archie died in 2001, but for many of us his voice still echoes 
through these halls.


Retiring: Phyllis Janowitz
This past spring, English faculty and students gathered to celebrate the life 
and career of Professor Phyllis Janowitz, who retired after nearly thirty years 
of service to Cornell. Educated at Queens College and the University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst, Janowitz is the author of three books of poetry: 
Rites of Strangers, Visiting Rites, and Temporary Dwellings. She taught at 
Princeton and Harvard before landing at Cornell for good, where she has 
twice served as director of our Creative Writing Program. Those of us who 
count her as a friend know her work as an expression of her inimitable 
personality, one that comprises equal measures of intelligence, wit, 
generosity, and style. Ken McClane spoke about these qualities at PhyllisFest:


“Phyllis and I would often meet for dinner—never as 
frequently as I would like—and we would complain about 
our lives, which, even at times of true sadness, seem, in the 
company of Phyllis, miraculously to develop a wonderful patina 
and equanimity. With her, everything finds its proper measure. 
She has a wicked, unbridled sense of humor, vitality, and 
proportion—it’s a veritable life force, survival’s metronome. It is 
in her brilliant poems, of course. In the darkest of times, she’ll 
say something that is both the most humorous and the most 
appropriate quip imaginable.
“Her clothes, like her person, are a gift to us. Make a statement, 
don’t take yourself too seriously, love the improvisational, she 
admonishes. And all of us know her omnipresent Rissie, that 
lovely dog, which she carries like a precious amulet; Rissie, who 
is a veritable love machine, with her generous high-pitched 
sound that might have found its way into Phyllis’s magnificent 
“Lulu” poem sequence. 
“When I think of Phyllis, I think of a fundamental decency—
one that surrounds and empowers, but is as selfless as mist 
on a robin’s egg. She has taken into her house and heart every 
manner of waif, because it was the right thing to do, yet she 
or the lucky recipient would never see it that way. She exudes 
grace—and we, even we curmudgeonly ones, return it in kind. 
There are no weeds in Phyllis’s Garden. As she would say, 
‘we are all perfectly perfect.’
“When I think of what a poet should be—in temperament, 
talent, and heart—it is she.”
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2008–2009 was the first year of the Cornell Prison Education Program 
(CPEP), funded by the Provost’s Office and a generous grant from the Sunshine 
Lady Foundation. In association with a local community college, the CPEP 
offers for-credit courses at two federal prisons, which can lead to an associate’s 
degree. This past year, eighteen faculty taught eleven courses in such fields as 
economics, constitutional law, genetics, medical anthropology, and government, 
as well as literature and creative writing. Alhough the CPEP as a funded 
program is new, Cornell’s engagement with the education of prisoners began 
some fifteen years ago when Pete Wetherbee, professor of English, began his 
Tuesday evening sessions in basic writing. Over the years, Pete was joined by 
slowly growing numbers of colleagues, graduate students, and undergrads in 
English and other fields. His colleagues in English include the writers Lyrae 
Van Clief-Stefanon and Helena Maria Viramontes, as well as more than a 
dozen graduate students. (The powerful poem “Bop: The North Star,” the 
opening poem in Van Clief-Stefanon’s new collection, draws upon the experience 
of driving past Harriet Tubman’s house on her way to the nearby facility. See 
page 10.) In the fall Pete will work with Jim Schechter, the PEP’s executive 
director, assuming the title of faculty director. But the title he’s proudest of is the 
single name by which, for some fifteen years, he’s been known by his students 
behind bars: “Doc.” The impact, of course, runs both ways. The reflection by 
Pete on his years of teaching and learning in Cornell’s “other” campus 
is accompanied by an account of the impact of prison on graduates and 
undergraduates in the English Department.


There was a time when education was part of the basic correctional 
and rehabilitative mission of the prison system. As recently as the early 
1990s the great majority of state corrections systems offered college-level 
programs that enabled inmates to earn two- or four-year degrees. And 
every state could cite studies and statistics demonstrating that education 
had a direct, significant effect on recidivism, that men who had served 
their time had a better chance to avoid further crime and remain free by 
expanding their social horizons and making them more employable.
The studies and statistics are still there, those for New York readily 
available through the Department of Correctional Services’ website. But 
the programs are largely gone. In 1994 Congress declared prison inmates 
ineligible for the Pell Grants that had made college programs behind bars 
possible. In New York programs of this kind, some of which had long and 
distinguished histories, virtually disappeared within the next two years.
Education is of course only one casualty of the changes that have taken 
place in the operation of state and federal prisons over the past twenty or 
thirty years. The effects of this withholding of valuable resources went well 
beyond incapacitation and containment. Not only were prisoners being 
left at the mercy of their addictions, anger, and lack of practical skills, and 
hence truly incapacitated for reentry into society at large, but they were 
being denied an important means of socialization within the walls, an 
opportunity for the kind of dialogue and self-realization that could help 
them withstand the brutalizing effects of prison life.
In 1997 I was invited by the Office of Volunteer Services at Auburn 
Correctional Facility to begin meeting with a group of inmates who were 
interested in higher education. Over the next couple of years a sort of one-
room schoolhouse took shape, with a constituency that fluctuated between 
ten and twenty, but which at one time or another involved perhaps eighty 
different inmates. Several 
group members studied for 
and passed College Level 
Examination Program 


exams in English composition and mathematics offered by the College 
Board, while others took correspondence courses of various kinds—
paralegal skills, communication, sociology—offered by universities around 
the country.
But successes of this kind could provide only a limited satisfaction. We 
found ourselves spending more and more time just reading together, and 
I was pleased to see the men willingly take on more and more demanding 
kinds of literature. In 1999, Lynne Abel, associate dean for undergraduate 
studies in Arts and Sciences, agreed to authorize the offering of courses 
that would correspond to courses normally offered at Cornell, and Glenn 
Altschuler, dean of the School of Continuing Education, generously 
agreed to sponsor such courses, tuition free, and provide the administrative 
resources for processing grades and issuing transcripts. In January 2001 
we began our first official class, a survey of American literature. Other 
departments joined in, and seven years later, under the able leadership of 
Professor Mary Katzenstein (Government), the present Cornell Prison 
Education Program was born, with a full-time director who recruits faculty 
and volunteers to teach a full syllabus of courses leading to a degree.


In The Shawshank Redemption the wise old con, Morgan Freeman, gives 
new inmate Tim Robbins a lesson about prison life: “the first thing you got 
to realize is that every man in here is innocent.” Freeman’s words express 
a hard truth about the vital role of fantasy in the life of somebody serving 
a long sentence for a violent crime. A real-life Morgan Freeman would be 
talking about the kind of fantasy that enables you to keep believing that 
you have a right to exist; a little dignity and value; significant personal 
relationships; a sex life; something to hope for. Without the ability to 
believe these things you are going to become uncontrollably angry or 
unbearably depressed, and the same thing will happen if you believe in 
them too much and so set yourself up to be blindsided by some shocking 
act of violence or injustice.
I have had to remind myself again and again of just how complex the 
relationship is between a long-term prison inmate and the world at large. 
The men we work with are very much like Philip Nolan, the hero of 
Edward Everett Hale’s The Man without a Country, an army officer who 
cursed the United States in open court and was punished by being kept 
continually at sea for the rest of his life. Like Philip Nolan, these men are 
recurrently tormented by the sense of having been disqualified for life 
in the outside world, of having renounced their right to live in it. Even 
younger men who may be serving relatively brief terms on drug charges—
and thanks to the infamous Rockefeller drug laws there are many such 
at Auburn—are apt to feel deeply anxious about their ability to reenter 
society and survive there. A great deal of recidivism occurs among men 
who upon release have returned to crime because criminals are the people 
they know and, for better or worse, feel they can trust.
For this reason teaching in a prison situation has to be radically Socratic 
in method, with professorial authority as inconspicuous as possible, 
and always ready to be guided by student response. Inmates are acutely 
conscious that we, the teachers, represent the world they dread, long for, 
and fantasize in countless ways, and this gives us an extraordinary power. 
To be in dialogue with us is to be testing their sense of what’s out there, 


and we can hardly be aware 
of the extent to which our 
every move helps to validate 
or undermine their sense 
of relation to society. It 


Cornell at Auburn: 
An Experiment in Teaching and Learning
by Winthrop Wetherbee


continued on page 8







8


took me years to build a relationship of trust—a trust that depends on an 
assurance that you will be coming back week after week, on sensing that 
you, like them, are feeling your way into the relationship, on seeing you 
make stupid mistakes and recognizing you will not be harsh or scornful 
when they make mistakes. Gradually a guarded intimacy takes shape, 
limited but genuine enough to enable us, the outsiders, to begin to feel 
with some degree of clarity what it is like to be incarcerated, what it does 
to a man, and what it teaches him.
Formalizing our relationship to our inmate classes by offering them for 
credit has meant that there is even more at stake in our negotiations, and 
our relationship to the inmates has changed in interesting ways. It means 
a tremendous amount to the men to be working with faculty members 
from a prestigious university, and we are continually being surprised by 
some new manifestation of the respect and appreciation they feel. But the 
relationship has two sides. When we are unraveling a few difficult lines in 
Shakespeare, the word is “Shut up, man, listen to Doc!” But there are also 
times when I am told, affectionately but firmly, “Doc, you the man, but 
sometimes you don’t know shit”—and this too is immensely satisfying.
Maintaining an open dialogue is not just a matter of tact and consideration 
on our part but a means of ensuring that we, too, learn from the 
experience. Mirroring the prison population generally, three quarters of our 
students are black, and reading canonical American literature with such a 
group is genuinely and painfully enlightening. I was made to realize every 
wrinkle and nuance of the ambivalence about race that is the greatness and 
the failure of Huckleberry Finn, and the beauty and depth of meaning of 
the call-and-response sermon that begins Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man. A 
profound sensitivity to race is continually lurking just under the surface of 
every serious exchange we have, and one of the important functions of our 
classroom is to serve as a neutral zone, where black, white, and Hispanic 
inmates can talk candidly, with the text on the table between them as a 
control, about issues that surface in complex and often violent forms every 
day as part of life in the Yard.
But while race is often the catalyst for discussion, it does not circumscribe 
it. I am continually impressed by inmates’ ability to extrapolate from their 
situations to those represented in the books we read, to recognize that the 
prisons created for Troy, the protagonist of August Wilson’s play Fences, or 
Arthur Miller’s Willie Loman, by their inability to rise above their dead-end 
situations, have a lot in common. Perhaps the most wonderful experience 
of this kind that I have had came with our reading of James Welch’s 
relentlessly painful short novel The Death of Jim Loney. As we discussed the 
slow psychological deterioration of Welch’s hero, an alcoholic half-breed 
whose Sioux mother is long dead, while his ne’er-do-well white father 
refuses to acknowledge him, inmates registered an extraordinary sympathy 
with the many layers of loneliness that enveloped him, recognizing clearly 
that he too was in prison, his alienation and his paralyzing hopelessness a 
worst-case version of their own burden as incarcerated men.
It is times like these that make teaching in prison the extraordinary 
experience it is, keep us coming back and ensure that our classes are at least 
as rewarding for us as for the inmates. I have been a teacher for more than 
forty years, and nothing in that time has been more fulfilling and satisfying 
than [the “campus”] at Auburn. It changes your life.


I have been bringing Cornell students to Auburn for nearly as long as I 
myself have been going there, first as volunteer tutors in the GED program, 
more recently as teaching assistants in our Cornell classes. They have had 
no difficulty fitting into our classroom routine, and their age has proven to 
be one of their greatest assets. Young inmates are fascinated to meet people 
whose backgrounds are totally different from their own, yet who can share 
many aspects of their view of the world. Such encounters are immensely 
enabling for men whose cultural horizons have been severely limited—
who indeed may know little more of the world than a single inner-city 
neighborhood. And a validating response from a Cornell undergraduate to 
an inmate’s thoughts or written work is often much more meaningful than 
that of a faculty member. Inmates naturally find it possible to talk frankly 
about their doubts and perplexities with undergraduates than with middle-
aged professors, and because of this rapport the undergrads have been able 


to pass along information that helps us make our classroom presentations 
more accessible and discussions more inclusive.
Valuable as such social interaction is in itself, Cornell student participation 
has extended a good deal further. Having to write essays is one of the 
most challenging components of our classes for most inmates, and a good 
many promising students have been literally scared away by the threat of 
having to expose their writing to our scrutiny. By working patiently one-
on-one with such students, and candidly acknowledging their own limits 
as grammarians and rhetoricians, our undergraduate TAs have helped us 
retain a number of potentially first-class students who are now ready to do 
the kind of work that had seemed so threatening before.
Tomorrow the World. In the meantime, the Prison Education Program 
lives, and we look forward to its playing an ongoing and valuable role in 
the lives of Cornellians inside and outside the walls.


student Voices: Learning Behind Bars
The potential value to the undergraduate experience at Cornell was a 
crucial factor in Provost Biddy Martin’s decision to help fund the Prison 
Education Program. As she saw, the work of undergraduates frames the 
project as an educational mission that contributes two ways (inmates and 
collegians learning from one another) and helps redefine what the mission 
of a university can be in a society facing times as troubled yet hopeful as 
ours today. Though in the past, undergrads have volunteered their labor, 
they may now receive academic credit under the Independent Study rubric.
For a few undergrads, the experiences at Auburn have not only changed 
their lives but determined their choice of career. In 2005, Ross MacDonald 
graduated from Cornell as an English major and began training to be a 


physician at Weill Cornell Medical College in New 
York City. When he finished his MD, MacDonald 
found that the various high-paying specialties 
now open to him were less satisfying than the 
new field of community medicine. He interned at 
Montefiore Hospital in the Bronx, with the plan 
of making mass incarceration in the United States 
the focus of his career. As he wrote recently, “I’ve 
had tremendous help here in the form of many 
social medicine doctors and researchers who see the 
bloated system as both an injustice that impacts the 


health of prisoners and communities and as a point of intervention for one 
of the most vulnerable populations in the nation. We are in the process of 
starting a medical clinic for prisoners released from prison back into the 
Bronx.” He and another student will soon be providing primary medical 
care within Riker’s Island. He concludes:  “I’m not exaggerating when I say 
that teaching at Auburn changed the trajectory of my life.”
The experience at Auburn has had a different kind of impact on the family 
of Tony Apuzzo, an English major who volunteered at Auburn in his senior 
year. After Tony died of a rare terminal illness in 2007, his family, looking 
for an appropriate way to memorialize him, donated their son’s book 
collection to Auburn, with memorial bookplates inserted (see below).
They also established a fund to buy books for 
writing courses at Auburn. At an average cost 
of $1,200 per course, the Apuzzos hope to 
fund ten years of books. As they write about 
Tony in their letter of invitation, “Although he 
certainly was capable of helping his students 
edit their writing, he learned a great deal from 
them. He was often surprised and moved by 
what they revealed about themselves in their 
work and in conversation.” Through the fund 
in his name, Tony will continue to affect the 
lives of men who never knew him personally.
Donations, marked “In memory of Tony Apuzzo,” 
can be sent to James Schechter, Executive Director, 
Prison Education Project, 101 McGraw Hall, 
Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 14853-4601.
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Robert Henry Elias, professor emeritus of English 
at Cornell University, died August 16, 2008, in 
Brookline, Massachusetts.
He grew up in New York City, attended 
Williams College, and completed his PhD at 
the University of Pennsylvania in 1949. In the 
late 1930s, while pursuing a master’s degree in 
English at Columbia, he became acquainted with 
Theodore Dreiser, whose work became the subject 
of his doctoral thesis. The manuscript, based 
on numerous interviews with Dreiser and his 
acquaintances, was published in 1948 as Theodore 
Dreiser: Apostle of Nature, becoming the starting 
point for virtually all later work on Dreiser.
Elias came to Cornell in 1945 as an instructor. 
There he met his future wife Helen, whom he 
married on Friday, June 13, 1947—a choice of 
date that, according to their oldest son, all who 
knew them found entirely in character. The date 
notwithstanding, their marriage became 61 years 
of good fortune that included the births of their 
four children, Jonathan, Abigail, Sara, and Eben.
In 1959 Elias became full professor, when he was 
named the Ernest I. White Professor of American 
Studies; he was named Goldwin Smith professor 
nine years later. He also served as associate editor 
of the literary journal Epoch from its founding in 
1947 to 1954. In 1951 he was a co-founder of 
the American Studies Association of New York. 
In addition to the critical biography of Dreiser, 
he was the author of “Entangling Alliances with 
None:” An Essay on the Individual in the American 
Twenties (Norton, 1973), as well as numerous 
articles, including a scholarly account, published 
while he was in graduate school, of “The First 
American Novel” (1941).
Following retirement in 1980, Bob and Helen 
moved to Martha’s Vineyard, then after sixteen 
years moved again to the Cape, where they lived 
for a decade before moving to Brookline in 2007.
These are the facts of Elias’s career. Since he left 
Ithaca nearly thirty years ago, a new generation 
has risen to prominence in the department. For 


those who knew him, the vividness of memory 
makes those years seem brief, but does not make 
it easier to convey to all who have come after what 
kind of person he was. His manner was gracious, 
even courtly, but never condescending. He could 
convey fondness, bemusement, and irony with 
the same twinkle of the eye. The irony he could 
readily turn on himself, as when he wrote in 
the preface to the revised Dreiser, “I have, for 
example, delayed Dreiser’s arrival in Chicago a 
whole year, transferred him from a philosophy 
class at Indiana University to one in ‘philology,’ 
removed Thomas B. Reed temporarily from the 
Speakership of the House of Representatives, and 
given Greenwood Lake back to New Jersey.” 
A deep sense of social justice was part of Elais’s 
clear-sightedness, evident from the beginning 
of his career in his interest in Dreiser’s work. It’s 
wholly characteristic of his commitments that he 
should have been the advisor of a master’s thesis 
on the theme of alienation written by a young 
African-American woman named Chloe Wofford, 
known today as Toni Morrison. His generosity, 
bestowed most characteristically on his students, 
junior colleagues, and underdogs, was freely given 
and in the best way—without illusions.


New faculty


Elizabeth Anker
Elizabeth Anker 
received a law degree 
from the University 
of Chicago in 1999 
and practiced for two 
years before returning 
to graduate school 
at the University of 
Virginia, where she 
completed her PhD 
in English literature 


in 2007. Her interest in human rights law 
continues to inform her literary scholarship. 
She works on the twentieth century, especially 
contemporary world literature, but she’s also 
interested in postcolonial theory and debates 
about law and literature. Her book manuscript, 
The Human Rights Paradox: The Postcolonial 
Novel and the Claims of Theory, examines how 
Anglophone writers such as J.M. Coetzee, 
Salman Rushdie, and Arundhati Roy respond 
to the global migration of human rights. Last 
year at Cornell she taught courses on Post-9/11 
Literature, Human Rights and Literature, and 
Contemporary World Literature; this fall she will 
teach a graduate seminar in human rights.


faculty Notes
In July 2009 Laura Brown became vice provost 
for undergraduate education, the second-highest 
academic officer in Cornell University. 
English Department faculty continue to chair 
other departments or serve in important 
administrative posts. Eric Cheyfitz will continue 
as director of the American Indian Program 
and as faculty co-ordinator of the Mellon-Mays 
Undergraduate Fellowship Program. Jonathan 
Culler will continue as chair of Romance Studies, 
Timothy Murray as director of the Society for 
the Humanities, Neil Saccamano as chair of 
Comparative Literature, Shirley Samuels as chair 
of Art History, and Paul Sawyer as director of the 
Knight Institute for Writing in the Disciplines. 
Shelley Wong is chair of the Asian/Asian 
American Center Committee, which is charged 
with a proposal to create a new international 
center at Cornell.
Cornell faculty continue to publish widely, to 
organize conferences, and to serve the university. 
Mary Pat Brady is associate editor of the Heath 
Anthology of American Literature (Sixth Edition), 
of which five volumes appeared in the past year. 
Jonathan Culler’s Literary Theory: A Very Short 
Introduction was translated into Tamil, Japanese, 
Arabic, Kurdish, Chinese, Russian, Georgian, 
and Latvian. Tim Murray’s newest book is 
Digital Baroque:  New Media Art and Cinematic 
Folds (University of Minnesota, 2008). Shirley 
Samuels is an editor of the Wadsworth Themes 
in American Literature, of which three volumes 
appeared this past year. Dan Schwarz is editor 
of Damon Runyon: Guys and Dolls and Other 
Writings (Penguin 2008). Lyrae Van Clief-
Stefanon’s chapbook Poems in Conversation and 
a Conversation with Elizabeth Alexander came out 
this year from Slapering Hol Press (2008).
On March 20, 2009, Eric Cheyfitz appeared 
as an expert witness in Ward Churchill’s First 
Amendment suit against the University of 
Colorado. A jury subsequently found for Churchill.


farewells
In addition to Phyllis Janowitz’s retirement, the 
English Department will lose two members next 
year. James Eli Adams has accepted a position 
as professor of literature at Columbia University. 
As author of the forthcoming History of Victorian 
Literature and other writings, Adams has become 
a recognized authority in English literature of 
the Victorian era. Jami Carlacio has departed to 
accept a job as editor of a Cornell publication. In 
her years as lecturer in the English Department, 
Carlacio was an indefatigable and dedicated 
teacher and course leader who won the gratitude 
of many students. Their contributions will be 
badly missed.


in memoriam: 
Robert h. Elias (1914–2008)
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Alice Fulton The Nightingales of Troy:
Stories of One Family’s Century (Norton, 2008)
Annie Garrahan, the visiting nurse, is the heroine of the fourth story in this 
collection, of which there are ten—one for each decade in the past century 
telling the stories across generations of an Irish-Catholic family in Troy, 
New York. There are, apparently, no nightingales in Troy; heroism belongs to 
the Troy of Homer, and miracles to a similarly legendary past. But the phrase 
in the title actually refers to a water show on the Hudson, planned during 
the Depression by an alcoholic priest to honor Annie’s profession (Florence 


Nightingale’s profession)—even though she has 
no power to raise the dead except in her strict 
adherence to cleanliness, duty, and medical 
fact. But after the priest drowns, she begins to 
have unscientific visions of him “dancing” in 
the wintry waves: “It was limping and spinning, 
genuflecting and elevating its clasped hands on 
high as it hoofed and tripped and flung itself 
north. ‘Walking on water,’ Nurse Garrahan 
said disapprovingly.”
Alcohol, drowning, miracles, medicine, water, 
saving, eating, starving: no short notice can do 
justice to the intricate connections, macabre 


comedy, or fully realized characters that inhabit this brilliant collection, the 
first work of fiction by a gifted poet. The language, in J. Robert Lennon’s 
words, is “intricate and baroquely comic, packed with all manner of period 
detail; the power in Fulton’s prose, as in her poetry, is in its self-contained 
richness.” As Fulton told Lennon last spring, the people are based on her 
mother’s sisters, and the writing came gradually. In the first story, “one 
character takes arsenic to keep herself fashionably pale. And you could 
actually buy Bayer Heroin over the counter! My character is tempted by 
that—it’s one of the drugs in the life of the farm woman. And opium 
concentrate, which is given to her by a nun.”
“The voice for the first story,” she continues, “came to me through tales of 
my grandmother, the oral tradition of my family—I almost was channeling 
her. I never knew her, but I could almost feel the voice coming through these 
tales. I didn’t even know I was writing a book. I just got this notion to try 
a story—I’d always secretly wanted to write a narrative. That was ‘Queen 
Wintergreen.’ . . . Then I went on and did everything wrong, and learned 
very slowly how to do it on my own. Second was the one that’s set in the 
fifties, about three spinsters based on my great-aunts. After that I went back 
and wrote the first one, and I began to think, ‘This could be a collection.’”


Kenneth A. McClane Color: Essays on Race, 
Family, and History (University of Notre Dame, 2009)
In his new essay collection, McClane insists uncompromisingly on the 
reality, for American identities, of race. The well-meaning call for a “race-
neutral society” on the part of people who have only recently “been made 
to see themselves as white” conveys to people 
of color the message “that their historical 
experience is either a hindrance to community, 
or is of no importance. . . . If I am the 
beneficiary of the Collegiate School, the 
oldest private school in America, I am also the 
offspring of 147th Street in Harlem, where 
I learned to celebrate the quiet decency of 
those around me. To deny race is, at bottom, 
to deny them.”  Yet this insistent awareness 
of the markers that distinguish humans also 
informs the “gift of imagination” which, in 
McClane’s generous account, “is the gift to 


appreciate another: to see, alas, that I am in you and you are in me.” In 
each of these essays, he uses his imaginative gift to bring to life a variety of 
remembered people, many realized in a sentence or paragraph, but others in 
the fullness of pages—primarily his parents, to whom above all this memoir 
belongs: his artistically gifted mother, who travels to Boston to officially 
change a mistake on her birth certificate (she had been identified as “white”), 
and his father, a brilliant New York surgeon. In the last and most moving 
of the essays (which has been selected for the forthcoming anthology The 
Best African-American Essays), McClane details his parents’ slow decline into 
Alzheimer’s, each shining forth in wit and grace even through the late stages 
of deterioration. His father, an inveterate teller of anecdotes, managed to 
structure his stories in beginnings, middles, and ends even when, in his final 
days, the content evaporates. McClane is also, of course, an inveterate teller 
of anecdotes; in that resemblance, his parents shine through these pages, 
but also in the honesty, fierceness, and crowning generosity of the writing 
itself. “The pasts of his ancestors lean against/ Him. Crowd him. Fog out his 
identity,” writes Gwendolyn Brooks in the epigraph McClane chooses for his 
essay on affirmative action; but in these pages, he shows that the pasts of our 
ancestors define us and sustain us precisely because we don’t walk alone.


J. Robert Lennon Castle (Graywolf Press, 2009)
Eric Loesch buys a tract of land outside the town in upstate New York 
where he grew up; guarded, formal, and suspicious of strangers, he discovers 
in the dilapidated house he now owns a child’s drawing of a castle, and 
then—in the heart of the nearly inaccessible woods beyond—the half-ruined 
stone structure itself, along with a mysterious white deer. But who is the 
mysterious Dr. Avery Stiles, former owner of the property and one-time 
professor whose career has been shadowed by 
a grim scandal? Does the castle stand as the 
emblem of the darkness and loneliness within, 
or the elusive recall of a childhood lost? Is 
the deer a guide supernaturally appointed for 
his rescue? Does Stiles still lurk in the castle 
as its crazed hermit or as Loesch’s own dark 
projection? That would be to read allegorically 
a book that, in its dryly precise renderings 
of a decaying small town and its inhabitants 
(a plumber, a real estate agent, a hardware 
salesman) seems to be firmly rooted in everyday 
reality. Like all his fiction, Lennon’s seventh 
novel—masterfully paced and compulsively readable—challenges its readers 
to orient themselves in an unfamiliar, unpredictable world. As we move 
deeper into the dark and tangled wilderness Loesch owns, we also move 
deeper into his harrowing past and then to an American prison facility in 
Iraq, until we realize we are beholding a hallucinatory portrait of American 
masculinity, constructed out of pain, rigor, hardness, and solitude. As reality 
and memory collide, we confront not just Loesch’s buried experience but our 
own and our nation’s.


2009 National Book Award Nominee  
Lyrae Van Clief-Stefanon ] OPEN INTERVAL [
(University of Pittsburgh Press, 2009)
When examining the papers of the deaf British astronomer John Goodricke 
(1754–1786), Van Clief-Stefanon learned that he’d given the name 
“RR lyrae” to a new type of pulsating star. The presence of “her” name 
inscribed in a document 220 years old could be considered a figure for 
her own reciprocal self-inscription in the heavens of poetry—an African-
American woman laying claim to the Western literary tradition—which in 
the developing imagery of night and stars that structure this volume also 
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becomes a “mirroring” of blackness. In another 
twist, the deaf astronomer becomes the “muse” 
of Van Clief-Stefanon’s lyrics, as music reaches 
across silence. Since the “Dear John” poems 
addressed to Goodricke bear the same title as 
letters a woman writes to a former lover (the 
figure of an absent husband lurks behind many 
of the poems), darkness and space become 
attributes not just of the night sky but of human 
life in its essential solitude and insubstantiality. 
As heavenly bodies, constellations are the 
subject of astronomy; as myth, they’re the 


subject of poetry. But for sailors, they’re a means of orientation (the lyrae 
stars turn out to be especially useful in measuring distance); the answer to 
isolation, then, is not Emersonian self-affirmation but celestial navigation—
or poetry as the measurement of distances. Van Clief-Stefanon’s title denotes 
the particular kind of distance she’s most interested in. “Open interval,” 
the term used by mathematicians to describe a line that does not contain 
its end points, is for Lyrae a figure for life—and also for poetic structures 
like sonnets. When, for example, two inverted brackets (the symbol of the 
open interval) enclose the words “Dear Phillis” in a poem to Goodricke, 
we realize that Van Clief-Stefanon is writing Phillis Wheatley into her 
sonnet, symbolically breaking its self-enclosure. People, voices, names, flow 
together across time. Thus, Rilke supplies the refrain of a “bop” addressed 
to Harriet Tubman, who followed the north star to Auburn, New York—
where Van Clief-Stefanon teaches writing in a penitentiary (see page 10). In 
the third of the “Blackbody Radiator” series, the first names of nine female 
African-American poets spread out italicized on the page, in silence, like 
a constellation. In the astonishing poem for Amadou Diallo (beginning 
“This is your fifteen minutes/ of fame”), Van Clief-Stefanon compares the 
homicidal policemen to paparazzi popping cameras and the death itself to 
a supernova—a macabre conceit that develops in a mere sixteen lines into 
tragic power. With poems like these, this volume becomes a moment in the 
open interval of American literature.


Winthrop Wetherbee The 
Ancient Flame: 
Dante and the Poets 
(University of Notre Dame, 2008)
What would it mean for Dante, the 
first great Italian poet, to believe that 
philosophical and spiritual truth belonged 
to the Christian revelation, whereas great 
poetry belonged to the pre-Christian 
world of antiquity? And what would be 
the function of poetic imagination within 
a Christian universe? The usual answer to the first question among Dante 
scholars has been theological: Virgil, Dante’s trusty guide in the first two 
parts of The Divine Comedy, demonstrates how pagan knowledge must be 
“completed” by Christian revelation. But in that case, the second question 
remains elusive. In a subtle shift with profound implications, Pete Wetherbee 
takes seriously Dante’s engagement with four great Latin forebears, 
constructing an account of Dante’s reading that is also a portrait of human 
relationships—and giving ways to answer the second question above as 
well as the first. Dante in his poem interacts with his poetic predecessors as 
people (Virgil and Statius have speaking parts in the Comedy), as poetical 
works (Dante habitually alludes to or tropes upon characters and passages 
in Latin), and as profound apprehensions of human experience. As Pete 
talks us gracefully through intricate allusions and subtle echoes, he converts 
what could simply be a set of scholarly references into a composite literary 


universe, in which Dante’s text intersects with Virgil’s Aeneid, Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses, Lucan’s Pharsalia, and Statius’ Thebaid. As a result, a 
statement like “Ovid is everywhere and nowhere in the Comedy,” instead 
of being straightforward (Ovid doesn’t appear, but Dante’s characters are 
“metamorphosed” as spirits in Hell or Purgatory) becomes shorthand for the 
complex way Ovid’s language and attitudes pervade Dante’s own. As a result 
we can see Dante (the poet and the character in his own poem) as a figure of 
emotional complexity and depth, a savvy political thinker, and the astutest 
of readers. By the time we have finished The Ancient Flame, peering with 
Dante the pilgrim at the celestial “sea” that for Wetherbee is poetry itself, 
the impact of this multiple journey (Wetherbee moving/reading with Dante 
moving/reading through the Latin poets) is as grand and exhilarating as the 
experience of great literature itself.
Pete was also honored this year by a festschrift—Through a Classical Eye: 
Transcultural and Transhistorical Visions in Medieval English, Italian, and 
Latin Literature in Honour of Winthrop Wetherbee, ed. Andrew Galloway 
and R. F. Yeager (Toronto University Press, 2009). The subtitle gives a sense 
of the range of the collection, which reflects the immense range of Pete’s 
scholarly contributions. But not all the essays are primarily for scholars. 
Anyone who knows Pete (or the book’s author, Andy Galloway) will love 
the generous and astute appreciation that is the book’s introduction (“The 
School of Wetherbee”), which adapts the title of an early Wetherbee book 
(schola means a “school” or group of scholars and friends) and expands it 
to include, among other groups, Pete’s work among prisoners. And all will 
love the concluding essay by Pete’s colleague, the poet and fiction writer 
Bob Morgan, on “Thirty Years of Lunches.”


Daniel R. Schwarz In Defense of Reading: 
Teaching Literature in the 
Twenty-First Century 
(Wiley-Blackwell, 2008)
As a Jewish graduate student trained in the 
formalism of the New Criticism, Dan Schwarz 
recalls reading without noticing, or pretending 
not to notice, anti-Semitic passages in T. S. Eliot 
and other writers: “After all, were we not part 
of that imaginary audience of ideal readers on 
which New Criticism and Aristotelian criticism 
depended—even as we ignored the fact that 
the imagined audience of ideal readers were 
WASPs.” Although the chapter “Eating Kosher 
Ivy” is the fourth, not the first, in Dan Schwarz’s latest book (his fourteenth), 
his discussion of being both Jewish and Ivy League undergirds the whole 
book, which passionately argues that literature is always “by humans, for 
humans, about humans.” This humanism, which insists on our ability 
to connect with people, times, places, and values unlike our own, just as 
strongly insists that as readers we must also read from our particular set of 
values and our position in the world. Reading therefore becomes both an 
ethical act (by which we align ourselves with or against other readers and 
groups of readers) and a “transaction” with the author and the text that 
differs with every reading. How, then, does being Jewish affect Schwarz’s 
sensibility as a reader? Among his various answers, he notes that “because 
Jews have historically lived on the margin…we have tended to be skeptical 
of sweeping universals and to dwell in particulars.” As part of the Blackwell 
Manifesto series, this book is in many ways Schwarz’s most personal. With 
a commitment to pluralism and open-endedness, he brings the experience 
of forty years to bear on questions that will interest anyone who cares about 
literature: Why do we read? What can literature teach us and how can it 
change us? What makes a good teacher? And what is the future of teaching 
and reading in the new century that meets us?
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How does 
an English 
Department 
grow stronger in 
difficult economic 
times? First of 


all, by pulling together and rethinking how 
we do what we do. We had less money to 
work with than we thought we would have, 
and yet it has been an extraordinary year for 
events, new hires, new courses, and faculty and 
alumni achievements. We are welcoming two 
new professors, Tejumola Olaniyan and Margo 
Crawford, who specialize in the literature and 
culture of the African diaspora, and we also 
have visiting professors in Romantic literature, 
American novel, feminist theory, and creative 
writing. Emily Lordi, a visiting professor, has 
been teaching courses on the work of Cornell 
alumna and Nobel Laureate Toni Morrison, 
who visited us this past October to give a 
reading from her new novel, A Mercy. Students 
had the rare opportunity to study the novels 
of a great writer all semester and also engage her 
in discussion in person. Alongside perennially 
popular courses on medieval romance, 
Shakespeare, Jane Austen, and Oscar Wilde, 


we have new courses on William Faulkner, law 
and literature, and Gothic literature. We have 
also created new Gateway Courses, which we 
now require for the major and which we hope 
will appeal to students across the university who 
want to experience a broad range of great books 
in English, from Beowulf to contemporary 
world literature and literary theory.
Thanks to the generosity of our alumni, we 
have had a busy roster of events this past 
year. The Creative Writing Program has been 
celebrating the centennial (give or take a few 
years) of the first creative writing course at 
Cornell. One of the high points of the year 
was a reading by Charles Simic, who was Poet 
Laureate. Numerous MFA alums returned to 
give readings, among them Junot Díaz, who 
won the Pulitzer Prize for fiction last year, 
and Melissa Bank, who was our distinguished 
visiting professor. We also celebrated the 
accomplishments of the poet Phyllis Janowitz, 
our colleague who retired this year.
On the more scholarly side, we had conferences 
on medieval Judaism, Shakespeare and 
sexuality, academic freedom, literature and 
human rights, James Baldwin, and the 
philosopher and critic Giorgio Agamben. If you 


want to see what’s happening in the department 
or you are planning a visit to Ithaca, you should 
check out our new and improved website, 
which has a calendar of events that are open to 
everyone, news items about the department, 
and spotlights on faculty publications, 
including new books by Alice Fulton, J. Robert 
Lennon, Masha Raskolnikov, Daniel Schwarz, 
and Samantha Zacher, among others. Lyrae Van 
Clief-Stefanon's second book of poems was a 
nominee for this year's National Book Award.
Finally, I want to thank those alumni who 
have stepped forward to help the English 
Department in a difficult economy, and that 
includes the funding for the publication of this 
newsletter through part of a generous grant 
from Cynthia Leder, Class of ’77. With the help 
of these English majors, Cornell continues to be 
a leading university for the study of literature, 
and we owe a debt of gratitude to our students 
and alumni for carrying on that tradition.
Ellis Hanson 
Professor and Chair 
Department of English
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W hat should be the role of the humani
ties in a great research university? 


W hat should be their role in society, 
in this century?


In tro d u c tio n
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THE FUTURE
of the Humanities


A View from the English Department (Part I)


In his State of the University 
Address for fall 2004, then- 
President Jeffrey Lehman out
lined the university’s mission in 
terms of three specific areas: 
life in the age of the genome, 


wisdom in the age of digi
tal information, and 


sustainability in 
the age of 


develop
ment.


The 
chairs of


several humanities depart
ments, including English, respond- 


to the president’s call with a paper 
titled “The Humanities in the Twenty-First 
Century,” in which they m ade a case  for plac
ing the humanities at the core of the university 
curriculum. “One of the issues contemporary 
societies face,” they write, “ is to understand 
how our domains of knowledge are expand
ing almost exponentially, while our ability to 
process and control this knowledge has not 
kept pace.” Pointing to the “difficulty of sus
taining an informed citizenry” in the face of this 
expansion, they suggest that “a  great research 
university must not only produce knowledge 
but explore the meanings, ramifications, and 
dissemination of that knowledge.” The humani
ties, they argue, must continue to act as “the 
dimension of intellectual life that seeks


expressly to integrate the myriad activities and 
achievements of the university.”


S ince  the writing of this document, the English 
Department has held a number of conver
sations on the future of the humanities. (It 
has even set up a special group, the Action 
Committee, to consider ideas and strate
gies.) Now, with the unexpected resignation 
of President Lehman and the search for a 
new president—a transition that coincides 
with the start of a major capital fund-raising 
cam paign—the debate over Cornell’s future 
has becom e even more pertinent. For these 
reasons, we have chosen to devote two spe
cial issues of English at Cornell to essays by 
faculty members on this large and important 
subject.


For the first special issue, Laura Brown has 
devoted her third and final letter as chair of the 
department to summarizing the most dramatic 
shifts in the profession of English that she has 
noticed in the past three years. The three fea
tured essays, by Stuart Davis, Lam ar Herrin, 
and Rayna Kalas, take more specific topics: 
the place of teaching, the place of creative 
writing, and the place of poetry. Each  writer 
responds to the questions, W hat is the func
tion of the humanities in a new century? How 
are the teaching and reading of literature likely 
to change?


Next year’s issue of English at Cornell will con 
tinue this discussion, with essays devoted to 
the role of the humanities in the world outside 
the university. W e  welcom e your comments 
and suggestions on this timely topic. Feel free 
to share your thoughts via e-mail: pls12@cor- 
nell.edu.


— Paul Sawyer


Cornell University







The Public Imaginary:
A R eport on Teaching


by Stuart Davis


Stuart Davis, a senior lecturer in English, teaches 
Shakespeare, news media, expository writing, mystery 
fiction, and the literature o f philosophy. He received 
the Clark Outstanding Teaching Award in 1995 and 
the Paul Award for Excellence in Advising in 2003- 
In this essay, he makes a case for teaching popular 
culture, newscasts, and other non-traditional materi
als as a way o f making students critically aware o f the 
codes, structures, and functions o f the media images 
that surround them— an information economy that 
some writers have described as a pseudo-public space, 
or “phantom public sphere. ” In this way, he suggests, 
teaching the humanities can help students creatively 
confront the felt powerlessness and sense o f unreality 
reflected in films like The Matrix, as well as develop
ing more adequate conceptions o f human reality in the 
twenty-first century.


Humanities teachers of the twenty-first 
century practice and profess the arts of 
imagination with some confidence, but 


with “the imaginary”— a word often used for the
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collective repository of shared imaginings—we 
are less comfortable. “The imaginary” seems to 
intend an “it” of which I am not really happy to 
know that I am a part, unless of course I am teach
ing and want to sound smart about it. It sounds 
specular and unreal. It sounds a little alien, for it is 
known as the place where alienation and images of 
otherness live. It sounds like trouble; it sounds like 
something technology has organized. With a few 
examples drawn from my and others’ teaching (and 
some texts that cluster around the millennium), I 
want to suggest that the trouble and strangeness 
we incur in teaching the imaginary as served by 
the media to mass publics is worth the trouble; 
that imagining a public or publics for imagination 
(and thus “public imaginaries”) is among the more 
exigent of reading practices; and that pursuing that 
practice leads us to read and question some power
ful narratives told by the media and those who 
think critically about them.


The path from the Romantic imagination to 
the twenty-first century imaginary follows, to a 
point, the story of modernity. It is a story of the 
disenchantment of the world and the growth of 
instrumental reason, of knowledge purchased with 
the loss of power. Thus far Shelley had come when 
he wrote, with the confidence of that heroic indi
vidualism which spoke easily for all, “We want the 
creative faculty to imagine that which we know; 
we want the generous impulse to act that which 
we imagine . . . The cultivation of those sciences 
which have enlarged the limits of the empire of 
man over the external world, has, for want of the 
poetical faculty, proportionally circumscribed those 
of the internal world; and man, having enslaved 
the elements, remains himself a slave.”


Shelley believed that “[t]o be greatly good,” one 
“must imagine intensely and comprehensively; 
he must put himself in the place of another and 
of many others; the pains and 
pleasures of his species must 
become his own.” In these latter 
days, the “want” Shelley spoke of 
seems more urgent, the knowl
edge to be imagined greater, 
and the hugely enlarged sciences 
of empire more powerful and 
restrictive, shrinking the space 
for imagining sympathetically.
Envisioning the world through 
the mass media does not enlarge 
it, or us. Geoffrey Hartman 
remarks, “Photographs of the 
dying, the mutilated, the mute, 
the devastated are harder to 
modify than verbally mediated 
pictures. Utopian visions dim.
Snapshots of ordinary or happy 
life are increasingly like promo
tional inserts, ads that persuade 
us to buy life, to go on living. Keanu Reeves
The reign of images, its stark real- Matrix.


ism, imposes a responsibility that cannot be met, 
feelings that cannot be acted on.”


Meanwhile, driven by global capital, those power
ful machines that do our imagining for us seem to 
shrink distances and flatten out historical depth, 
substituting copies for the authentic originals of 
nature and art and replacing those with flatter sim
ulacra, with a map that fuses with the territory— or 
so the story goes. It is thus that a collective imagi
nary or imaginaries, social and global, become 
troubled, and the task of imagining what we know, 
Shelley’s project, is compounded by ours: that of 
knowing what we and others imagine in a way both 
critical and comprehensive.


At the extreme, the story becomes a tale of ter
ror figured in the kind of popular entertainment 
that Fredric Jameson calls “high-tech paranoia,” 
where computer circuits and their global hook
ups implement conspiracies complex “beyond 
the capacity of the normal reading mind.” This 
is the vision foretold in Terry Gilliam’s film 
Brazil (1985) and Philip K. Dick’s science fiction, 
realized in the cyberspace of William Gibson’s 
Neuromancer trilogy (1984-88), and brought to 
vivid and immensely profitable currency in the 
Wachowski brothers’ The Matrix. That dystopian 
relic of the last century (1999) and harbinger of 
this one (two sequels in 2003) perfects the worst 
imaginings of the postmodern world. Machine 
intelligence has triumphed, reducing humans to 
biotic “energy sources” in life-support pods while 
piping into their minds the collective hallucination 
of a shared social life. Replicant “agents” scour 
the world to crush the tiny remnant of humanity 
that has liberated itself from simulated life, built 
a “human city, Zion” deep in the magmatic bow
els of the earth, and sent out ships in search of a 
messiah. One of these missions—led by Laurence 
Fishburne’s Morpheus— awakens a cybergeek


hovers amid his own reflections in the film The
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named Neo (Keanu Reeves) from his dream of a 
life to the tyranny under which he lives. Now Neo 
is not only a geek and a potential terrorist; he is 
also a theorist who keeps his illicit software in a 
hollowed-out copy of Jean Baudrillard’s Simulacra 
and Simulation, so the news that hyperreality has 
taken over cannot be too much of a surprise. The 
real surprise is the news that he is “the one,” the 
messiah who will free humanity from the Matrix.
The ensuing high-tech adventure— in which he 
proves himself by the quickness of his wits and 
the strength of his belief in himself, triumphing in 
brilliantly balletic kung-fu sequences over hordes 
of Agent Smiths and the algorithms that breed 
them— proves the prophecy right, even while the 
struggle between the Matrix and Zion goes on 
without resolution through the whole Matrix tril
ogy (oddly reminiscent in its pathos of Shelley’s 
Revolt o f Islam). The saga at length sends Neo off 
alone in quest of the machines’ home city— seek
ing a place, after all, for the source of placelessness 
in the ruined world of a global empire.


Is The Matrix readable? Teachable? Abundantly, 
and not just because it stages the postmodern nar
rative with such lurid brilliance. People have read 
it as an allegory of absolutely everything: Christian 
gnosis, Buddhist enlightenment, the age of the 
world picture and the death of global space, the 
Frankfurt school’s analysis of the culture industry, 
and the Lacanian drama of confrontation with the 
big Other, matrix of symbolization. The Matrix’s 
public includes a willing coalition of the half- and 
the over-educated. It speaks to the selfhood fan
tasies of adolescent and post-adolescent hackers, 
male and female, and it teases college teachers with 
puzzles of agency and epistemology that belong in 
Philosophy 101, which is where they tend to put it.
I have been guilty of a like indulgence, bundling 
The Matrix with Plato and Richard Rorty and a 
string of dystopias (by Ursula Le Guin, Octavia 
Butler, Caryl Churchill, and Jorge Luis Borges) 
in a course called Philosophic Fictions, in which 
students write about, and in, the forms of literature 
they read. One assignment here: write your own 
paranoid dystopia, keyed to Morpheus’ revelation 
to Neo: “It’s that feeling you have had all your life 
. . . that something was wrong with the world; you 
don’t know what it is but it’s there, like a splinter 
in your mind, driving you mad.” Or to Borges’ 
odd agenda for his own literature of the irreal: “Let 
us admit what all idealists admit: the hallucinatory 
nature of the world. Let us do what no idealist has 
done: seek unrealities that confirm that nature.”


That assignment produced some brilliant fictions, 
but also much student resistance to The Matrix’s 
story about itself, so to speak, and this was good 
news. W hat’s hard to miss is that in this movie 
the culture industry gazes into a hyperbolic mir
ror and falls in love with what it sees: the twin 
fantasies of total techno-determinism (we made 
the Matrix and it mastered us) and of extravagant 
techno-heroism (Neo and his cohort triumph 
within the Matrix; in the real, they only love and 
suffer). So the omnipotence of technology and 
the omnipotence of thought fight each other to a


continued on page 9


take place outside the movie, in the public space of 
discussion, the classroom, the world— all of them 
more or less embodied places.


What about these places: are they real? Is public
ness a place or sphere, or just a stance from which 
we deplore the loss of such things? And are selves 
and bodies in play? I have in mind questions 
raised by the last decade’s renaissance in thinking 
about the public sphere; I am also thinking of a 
spread of writing courses originated and taught 
in our department by faculty and graduate stu
dent instructors, courses with titles like Making 
the News, Media Worlds, International Cinema 
and Global Politics, Reality TV, The Culture of 
Television, and Writing in the Electronic Age— 
courses that go far to give fresh dimensions to 
publicness in discourse and representation and call 
into play a practice of reading native and proper, I 
think, to English departments.


Here the narrative goes back to Jurgen Habermas’ 
enormously influential Structural Transformation 
o f the Public Sphere (1962), which presents that 
domain as something that fell or withered under 
pressure of consumer society and the media. “The 
world fashioned by the mass media is a public 
sphere in appearance only,” wrote Habermas. 
“Radio, film and television by degrees reduce to 
a minimum the distance that a reader is forced to 
maintain toward the printed letter . . . They draw 
the eyes and ears of the public under their spell but 
at the same time, by taking away its distance, place 
it under ‘tutelage,’ which is to say they deprive it of 
the opportunity to say something and to disagree.” 
Public sphere theorists such as those writing in the


draw, and human agency is 
mystified. The Matrix works 
like the knottiest of Kafka’s 
paradoxes: if you bet that 
the truth told by parables 
is also a parable, you have 
won— but have you won in 
parable or in reality? (Not 
both.) For its audience,
The Matrix works as one of 
those “test objects” the psy
choanalyst Sherry Turkle 
speaks of in Life on the 
Screen (1995), her study 
of the role computers play 
in young people’s imagina
tions. It enables them to 
contemplate, in her words, 
“mental life that exists apart 
from bodies” and “dreams 
that do not need beasts,’ 
renegotiating old 
boundaries between 
body and mind. J k S i
But these 
negotiations 
have to


Social Text
Collective’s volume The 
Phantom Public Sphere of 1994 challenge 
these judgments, redeeming the media from such 
opprobrium and seeking, in the editor’s words, 
to “re-invent the [public sphere] notion . . .  as an 
urban space of aesthetic self-presentation, sociabil
ity, theatricality, and pleasure,” and of discourse.


Students and teachers in a typical Making the 
News course of the 2000s study public events and 
their reportage through powerful resources for 
research and critique: print and broadcast media; 
web sites of the major news organizations and 
a vigorous alternative press; the archives of the 
online Lexis-Nexis and Dow Jones International 
services and those of Cornell’s Durland 
Alternatives Library; public and Pacifica radio and 
TV stations; the ever-swelling Blogosphere and the 
watchdog organizations FAIR and AIM; Project 
Censored’s annual compilation of spiked stories; 
and a powerful literature of media-critique from 
Noam Chomsky to Robert McChesney. Students 
ask: W hat is the role of news organizations in a 
democracy? How has the growing concentration 
of US media affected news content and form? 
What are the poetics of newswriting and newscast- 
ing, and how do they account for sameness and 
discontinuity of coverage? What is an event, and 
what is a celebrity in the society of the spectacle? 
How do TV news programs shape and stage raced, 
gendered, and class-marked bodies? They may ask: 
What kind of forum has the Internet become in its 
short evolution from a “virtual community” and 
a “Cyberkeley” to a half-corporate “Cyberia” that 
gazettes its citizens with a “Daily We”? And they
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Creative Writing in the  
Twenty-First Century Academy


by Lam ar H errin


Lamar Herrin, professor o f English at Cornell and 
past director o f the Creative Writing Program, is 
author ofa number ofshort stories and five novels, 
including The Lies Boys Tell. His latest novel, The 
House of the Deaf (Unbridled Press, 2005) concerns 
an Americans trip to Spain to attempt to understand 
the death o f his daughter in an act o f Basque terror
ism. (The title refers to the house where Goya painted 
his grim, late masterpieces on the walls.) Romancing 
Spain, a memoir o f his courtship o f his wife Amparo 
Herrin, is forthcoming in 2006 from the same press.
In this essay, Lamar looks back to the founding o f the 
MFA program at Cornell in order to reconsider the 
position o f creative writers in an institution dominat
ed by scholarship and to suggest new, surprising ways 
for writers and scholars to learn from each other.


The first week of my first semester at 
Cornell— the fall of 1977—Archie 
Ammons called a meeting of the creative 
writing faculty to propose disbanding the program. 


I’m almost certain he called a similar meeting in 
the fall of 1978. At the time I didn’t know the mis
chievous, puckish side of A.R. Ammons. I knew 
some of his poetry and loved the way it stimulated 
my mind and my senses and left me with a clearer, 
keener head than I’d started off with. I knew he 
had a sense of humor. But when Archie explained 
to us (and the group included such veterans as Jim 
McConkey and Walter Slatoff) that the second you 
institutionalize creative writing you kill it, I was 
unprepared for the cogency and high-seriousness of 
his argument. Good writing will always be subver
sive, will always serve as an instrument of dissent. 
Its mission is to rattle the status quo to its founda
tions. When the status quo is your employer, you 
find yourself in a moral bind, and the only thing 
to do then is sever the ties.


It’s been 28 years, but I don’t recall anyone out
arguing Archie on that occasion. I remember the 
consensus being that Archie was right— of course, 
he was right—but there was . . . well . . . this 
minor matter of a job.


And I seem to see Archie grinning at that moment. 
He’d just wanted to go on record. O f course, we 
needed to eat.


According to Morris Bishop in his history of 
Cornell, creative writing classes were given here as 
early as 1904, and when Martin Wright Simpson 
was named chair of the English department in 
1909, creative writing became a staple. It’s just pos
sible, Bishop suggests, that Cornell was the first 
American university to offer classes in the writing 
of fiction and poetry. Shortly after World War 
II, Baxter Hathaway, a novelist and Renaissance 
scholar, was lured here from the University of 
Michigan to create a creative writing program 
in earnest. Epoch magazine, the longest-running 
literary quarterly in the country (and now under 
the masterful direction of Michael Koch), began 
in 1947. The MFA program graduated its first 
students in the mid-sixties. Baxter had no trouble 
envisioning MFAs as writer-scholars and designed 
the curriculum accordingly.


Ezra Cornell had a vision, too. At his university, 
learning would be applied. A bridge seen in the 
mind’s eye would lead irresistibly to the pounding 
of rivets. Agro-theorists could and should stroll 
over to the Cornell orchards (and we remember 
that of the Ivy League universities only Cornell has 
a school of agriculture) and get their hands on an 
apple. Literature studied at an intellectual remove 
should be paired off with the messiness of litera
ture in the making.


Yet, there’s Archie’s objection. You institutionalize 
it, you kill it. It’s the worst sort of betrayal— you 
wither it at the root.


I once saw an interview on television with the 
Nobel Prize-winning novelist Saul Bellow. Bellow 
was asked why he’d majored in anthropology 
instead of literature in college, and I remember the 
exact wording of his reply. He said he didn’t need 
“a priestly intermediary” between himself and the 
book he was reading. Bellow seemed to be taking 
Archie one step further: not only should creative 
writing not be taught in universities but literature 
shouldn’t either (at least not in a “priestly” man
ner). Writers want nothing between themselves 
and the work they’re writing— no theories, no reli
gious, political, or ideological strictures— and they 
want their readers to experience the primacy of the 
work’s full impact, too.


So while we’re disbanding creative writing pro
grams, do we disband English departments as well?


There’s a little anarchist in me that says, Hell, 
yes, disband everything. To that little anarchist I 
answer, Sure, but there’s this matter of a job. My 
anarchist—the worst sort of purist—will tell me to 
go live off the land.


So what to do?


Quoting from “Twenty-First Century Humanities 
at the Core of the University”: “Great research 
universities must not only produce knowledge but 
explore the meanings, ramifications, and dissemi
nation of that knowledge.”


The problem here is “knowledge.” W ith the excep
tion of publication and performance dates and a 
few biographical data, literature, as I understand 
it, has nothing to do with knowledge. And the 
second you cull from its pages details, information, 
tendencies, patterns, even “paradigms,” and pres
ent them as knowledge, you have misrepresented 
the enterprise in the most fundamental way. I’d 
almost risk saying that literature is that form of 
writing that remains mercurial enough to elude 
epistemological classification to the very end. Its 
greatness might be equated to its elusiveness, or its 
inexhaustibility, and if it does give up and give in 
I think we can safely say we’re dealing with some
thing less than greatness.


If we can’t present literature as knowledge (to stu
dents eager to copy down the authoritative word), 
then how can we present it? Probably no way that 
would satisfy Saul Bellow, and not Archie either, 
who wouldn’t want Prometheus, in any of his guis
es, bound. For lack of a better word I’d say we can 
present it as “experience,” as long as our students 
understand there’s no such thing as a definitive 
one, that in each reading and each presentation our 
experience of literature will undoubtedly change. 
We should insist on the dynamics of reading; 
our sense of a poem, story, novel, or play (never 
a “text”) might become more and more refined, 
but never conclusive, never closed down for good. 
There’s life on that page, there’s a special sort of 
combustion, in the face of which we as professors 
are trying to find the honorable right words.


William Gass says: “Great art shames us with its 
superior reality.”


I wouldn’t say “shames.” But it does sharpen our 
senses and stimulate our minds and give us an 
experience we should be humbly grateful for.


Does creative writing belong in the university? (I 
understand that this question could be asked about 
any of the arts.) Does creative writing belong in 
English departments? Can an English department 
and a creative writing program cohabit to every
one’s satisfaction (as if there ever were such a thing 
as an utterly satisfying cohabitation)? At Cornell 
we are housed at very close quarters. We occupy 
the same hall. The Epoch office, hub of the creative 
writing program, faces the department offices. 
Unlike any other university in the country (as far 
as I’ve been able to determine), we have a joint 
degree program that, administratively, at least, 
allows graduate students to be creative writers and 
scholars at the same time (Baxter Hathaway would 
be pleased). To ask the question that’s occasioned







this newsletter: can creative writing and the schol
arly study of literature make common cause and 
point the humanities into the twenty-first century?


I believe that they can. In fact, I believe they’ve got 
a head start. Fifteen to 17 years ago the creative 
writing program at Cornell had less credibility 
within the department and the college than it has 
now, and there was little in the way of interac
tion between students from the two disciplines. 
MFA students were not exactly welcome in certain 
graduate classes, and PhD candidates almost never 
found their way into literature classes given by 
creative writing faculty. That has changed. PhD 
candidates are becoming interested in what poets 
and fiction writers have to say, and a number of 
members of the graduate faculty have gone out 
of their way to design courses with an eye toward 
attracting creative writers. I don’t think this corre
sponds to some charitable impulse on the graduate 
faculty’s part; I think (in part, because I’ve been 
told) that creative writing students bring a passion
ate response to the work in question that is salutary 
and balance-restoring and gives a clearer sense of 
what the words “primary” and “secondary” mean. I 
know I run the risk of a terrible over-simplification 
here, and a cliche. There sit the scholars, dutifully


working through their bibliographies, poring over 
articles and books about books about books; there 
go the creative writers, exulting exclamatorily over 
the primacy of the word. But creative writers tend 
to take everything personally, and reading, when 
it strikes the right chord, constitutes a discovery 
that will inevitably lead them back to their own 
work. Scholars (and I’m not one, but I suppose) 
cultivate a sort of double vision that allows them to 
single out a work’s most relevant detail and place 
it in its most meaningful context— or the context 
in question. The creative writer can profit from 
the scholar’s sophistication and broad view, and 
the scholar needs to see and feel (in his bones) that 
some works of literature will not allow themselves 
to be disengaged from so easily. In the spirit of the 
agro-theorist paying a visit to the Cornell orchards, 
the English department needs to encourage more 
of this cross-fertilization. It won’t be restful (fertil
ization never is), but it will yield a better fruit.


This is pretty obvious. And I come at it from a 
novelist’s point of view. But to varying degrees I’ve 
lived in both camps during my years at Cornell 
and believe in what I say. The creative arts will 
shake and unsettle and even try to bring down the 
walls of an institution, but if they belong in a uni


versity it’s because of the 
fructifying role they can 
play. In return, the cre
ative arts can get clarity, 
some inroads on wisdom, 
a longer, broader, more 
historical view.


As faculty we need 
to collaborate more. 
Creative writers need to 
attend more critical con
ferences and colloquia, 
and perhaps play a role 
(the three-day Quixote 
colloquium, run last 
semester by the Romance 
Studies Department, 
brought creative writers 
and scholars to campus 
in equal number and 
was a great success). And 
scholars need to attend 
our readings (and urge 
their students to do the 
same), confident that 
the writers we invite 
here will be worth their 
time. Indeed, if year in 
and year out we could 
depend on sufficient 
funding to invite writers 
worthy of our depart
ment and program (the 
only recommendation the 
recent external review


made to improve creative writing at Cornell), I see 
no reason why PhD and MFA candidates couldn’t 
meet on a regular basis to discuss the writers 
they’ve heard; why papers couldn’t be written and, 
perhaps, credits awarded. In 1976 an elite group of 
writers gathered at Cornell to celebrate the work of 
Anton Chekhov and acknowledge their indebted
ness to his craft. Some of those writers read from 
their own fiction. They included Eudora Welty, 
John Cheever, and Walker Percy. W hat graduate 
student— scholar or poet—wouldn’t leap at the 
chance to hear those writers read and talk about 
their work? Winters get long and dark in Ithaca, 
but once we got this cross-fertilization going, 
there’s no telling how fast we could brighten things 
up with a little imagination and the necessary 
resources. Why not team-teach classes, alternat
ing the broadly cultural with the writer’s up-close 
attention to the word? (I don’t want to insist too 
much on this dichotomy.) Since Jim McConkey’s 
Mind and Memory course shut down, nothing, to 
my knowledge, has come along to replace it. Artists 
from various departments can get together and 
offer events, and under the auspices of the Council 
for the Arts we frequently do, but what I’m talking 
about here is the creative writers and the scholars 
from our department speaking with one voice, in a 
language both sides can understand.


(I might add, as footnote, that the risk run in such 
a close collaboration might be greater for the cre
ative writers than the scholars, for the MFAs than 
the PhDs. Creative writers who find themselves 
writing to satisfy the tenets of some seductive liter
ary theory will almost certainly produce writing 
that is dead on the page. Scholars made privy to 
the secrets of creative composition might suffer 
a seizure of disbelief that such intelligent, grown 
people can allow themselves to be governed by the 
intuitions of a child.)


The Cornell Council for the Arts has proposed 
creating a center for the arts— an actual building, 
comparable, perhaps, to what the Society for the 
Humanities has—where exhibitions can take place, 
films can be shown, readings held, etc. I’m all for
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by Rayna Kalas


Rayna Kalas, who came to Cornell in 2003 as 
an assistant professor, specializes in the English 
Renaissance. Her first book, Frame, Glass, Verse:
The Technology of Poetic Invention in the English 
Renaissance, which is now under consideration for 
publication, argues that for Renaissance writers, 
poetry was not so much an aesthetic but a technology 
in the etymological sense o f techne, or the conjoin
ing o f manual skill and creative invention. Her 
new project, titled Tragicomedy and the Bonds of 
Service in Early Modern English Writing, looks at 
how tragicomedy redefined the “service” o f the writer 
in relation to other newly mobile forms o f labor. In 
her essay, she takes up the social relevance o f studying 
the literary tradition. Can older literary and philo
sophical traditions speak pertinently to the moral and 
social conditions o f the twenty-first century? Can one 
engage with politics without entering into “politiciz
ing” polemics? Can one ignore political questions 
without turning the study o f literature into a her
metic, class-bound privilege? Rayna explores these and 
other issues by a reading o f Sir Thomas More’s Utopia 
and arrives at some unexpected answers.


W hen I was asked to contribute an essay 
on the topic of the humanities in the 
twenty-first century for the depart


ment newsletter, my immediate thought was that 
I should do it. As an assistant professor of English,
I should be able to articulate the purpose of my 
work as a teacher and researcher in the humanities. 
Having a statement about what English faculty do 
seems especially important right now, when for 
many people the study of literature is, at best, a 
luxury and, at worst, a soft cover for the peddling 
of political ideology. So I accepted the assignment, 
promising to write something about the social 
value of the study of poetics.


But as I began to plot out what I might write, I 
felt a gathering sense of dread. I should not have 
agreed to do this, least of all to have offered to 
speak of social value and poetics in the same


breath. It is a minefield (or as I used to hear it as a 
child, thanks to faulty hearing, a mindfield). Step 
to the left a little bit and you are likely set off a 
harangue against scholars who presume to speak of 
real worlds rather than just golden ones: “English 
professors don’t teach literature anymore” is the 
charge. Step back to the right, and you may trigger 
an entirely different firestorm, this time directed at 
those who do profess literature, and whose atten
tion to literary form is deemed arcane or obsolete, 
which is to say, out of step with reality. To address 
both allegations would require an elaborated 
explanation of how figurative language is always 
actively engaged in social realities and processes; 
and yet the terrain seems to inhibit disclosures of 
that kind.


Some of these allegations about literary study being 
too worldly, or not worldly enough, come from 
outside the university, but the same basic argument 
is waged within academic circles. Among English 
faculty, there are those who caution that the cate
gory of literature and traditional approaches to the 
study of literature are not as neutral as they might 
appear, but are in fact predicated upon social, 
cultural, and aesthetic hierarchies whose exclu
sions should, at the very least, be made known, if 
not included among the objects of our study. On 
the other side, there are those who worry that, by 
expanding the objects of our study to virtually any 
aspect of culture, literary critics may be forfeiting 
our stewardship of a discipline that engenders its 
unique form of knowledge and practice not simply 
through its mastery of the arts of rhetoric, but also 
through its understanding of figurative language. 
Should our goal, as teachers and researchers, be to 
democratize our own intellectual practice and to 
make any aspect of culture available for any per
son’s analysis, even if it means that what we would 
then hold in common is a notion of “reading” that 
is synonymous with critique? Should our goal be 
instead to preserve our guardianship over a more 
rarefied form of “reading,” even if it means that, in 
doing so, we perpetuate the nostalgia for a univer
sal humanism, and a unity of cultural values, that 
never really existed?


Before we can answer these questions, before we 
can even determine whether or not these are the 
questions to be asked in thinking about the future 
of literary study in the humanities, it seems worth 
noting just how deeply embedded those questions 
are in the history of humanism. W hat these ques
tions are really agonizing over— the relationship 
between the common good and personal privilege, 
and between common sense and uncommon 
understanding— is as old as humanism itself. By 
way of illustration, but also as a reminder that 
humanism is almost never as tidy or triumphalist 
as later categorizations of it have suggested, I offer 
a passage from Ralph Robynson’s 1556 English 
translation of Thomas More’s Utopia. The passage 
is taken from the very last paragraph of the book, 
where the character, More, having listened to 
Raphael Hythloday’s account of Utopian society,


demurs that the “manner and laws of that people 
seemed to be instituted and founded of no good 
reason.” The one thing that “More” just cannot let 
go of, the one bit of common sense or “good rea
son” that he just cannot shake, is his belief in pri
vate property; and the passage gently mocks him 
for it. He finds fault with the Utopians “not only 
in the fashion of their chivalry, and in their sacri
fices and religions and in other of their laws, but 
also, yea and chiefly, in that which is the principal 
foundation o f all their ordinances, that is to say in the 
community o f their life and living, without any occu- 
pying o f money by the which thing only all nobility, 
magnificence, worship, honor, and majesty, the true 
ornaments and honors, as the common opinion is, o f a 
commonwealth, utterly be overthrown and destroyed” 
[emphasis added]. ^  The implication here is that 
“More” just does not get it. As for Raphael, he too 
is guilty of obduracy (including an unwillingness 
to accommodate dissent). And in the end, very 
little seems resolved. Utopia establishes an impasse 
between the “occupying of money” and a “commu
nity of life and living,” between common sense and 
uncommon experience, and between true wisdom 
and wise praxis. Yet what makes the book so inter
esting and so troubling is that these oppositions 
rarely line up in any predictable way or along any 
single axis. I suspect that More, the author, was 
making fun of a contradiction that lies at the very 
heart of humanism: its vaunted purpose of serving 
both the private interest and the public good.


More may have had good reason to poke fun at a 
certain form of humanism. In The Civilization o f 
the Renaissance in Italy, Jacob Burckhardt explains 
that by the sixteenth century, the first wave of 
Italian humanism had fallen into disrepute. After a 
brilliant succession of poet-scholars had, since the 
beginning of the fourteenth century, filled Italy 
and the world with the worship of antiquity, had 
determined the forms of education and culture, 
had often taken the lead in political affairs and 
had, to no small extent, reproduced ancient litera
ture— at length in the sixteenth century, before 
their doctrines and scholarship had lost hold of the 
public mind, the whole class fell into a deep and 
general disgrace. Though they still served as mod
els to the poets, historians, and orators, personally 
no one would consent to be one of their number. 
To the two chief accusations against them— that 
of malicious self-conceit, and that of abominable 
profligacy— a third charge of irreligion was now 
loudly added by the rising powers of the Counter- 
Reformation. ®


For Burckhardt, the advent of printing was, in 
part, responsible for this fall. The dissemination 
of the printed text obviated the need for “personal 
intercourse with the humanists”: scholars were no 
longer “personally the possessors and diffusers of 
ancient culture.” But the humanists themselves 
were also, in part, to blame. “The first to make 
these charges were certainly the humanists them
selves. O f all men who ever formed a class, they 
had the least sense of their common interest, and
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least respected what there was of this sense.” In 
Burckhardt’s account, the fall of humanism, or at 
least the evacuation of its public role, is a story of 
“unbridled subjectivity.” ®


O f course, humanism also survived this fall, 
in Northern humanism, to be sure, but also in 
humanism as an educational practice. When 
we speak of humanism today, we are principally 
speaking about the legacy of the latter: about an 
institutionalized rhetoric rather than the play
fully irreverent figurative language of writers like 
Rabelais, Erasmus, and More. But these writers 
who were satirizing humanism were also seek
ing, in their own ways, to preserve it. Utopia first 
appeared in print as it was originally written: in a


punning, erudite form of Latin prose. Thus it 
preserved an elite language of learning, even as it 
engaged in the dispersal of that discourse. Utopia 
represents in print a conversational exchange 
among a group of humanists who were Thomas 
More’s actual contemporaries, and yet included 
among their number is the fictional character, 
Raphael Hythloday. Though his last name essen
tially means “distributor of nonsense,” it is Raphael 
who offers the most incisive critique of English 
society. Utopia is a book that both satirizes human
ism and perpetuates it.


Utopia satirizes not only the players, but the prin
ciples of humanism. With its dual purpose of serv
ing both private interests and the public concern,


The map from the edition of Utopia with Hans Holbein's famous portrait of Sir 
Thomas More.


humanistic reason will always be circumscribed 
by the social organization. The result, as Utopia 
so scathingly points out, is that wisdom itself has 
taken the shape of private ownership. “More’s” very 
notion of what is “true” observes the social logic 
of property. He withholds his disagreements, he 
admits, because Raphael has admonished that the 
desire to appear wise is itself a proprietary asser
tion: “I knew he was weary of talking, and was 
not sure whether he could abide that anything 
should be said against his mind, specially because 
I remembered that he had reprehended this fault 
in other, which be afeard lest they should seem not 
to be wise enough unless they could find fault in 
other men’s inventions.” For “More,” wisdom itself 
is an “ornament and honor”: he cannot conceive 
of wisdom apart from private property. O f course, 
Raphael himself finds fault with fault finders; 
even in positioning himself against the private 
ownership of property, he seems to find himself 
circumscribed by its logic. Raphael and the char
acter More both have critiques, Raphael of English 
society, “More” of Utopian society; they both find 
fault, assert wisdom. The book even seems to solic
it the fault-finding and proprietary wisdom of an 
uncommon reader by placing “More” and Raphael, 
England and Utopia, side by side, and by making 
them so available for comparison and judgment.


Humanistic reason may urge its subjects to com
pare and judge, but humanistic reading seems to 
engender another kind of understanding entirely.
It is the figurative language of this work—etymo
logical puns, quibbles, riddles, repetitions— that 
makes it possible to learn and observe the rela
tionship between wisdom and property without 
picking sides, assuming a position, or asserting, as 
a reader-critic, the proprietary identity of a fixed 
opinion. It is figurative language in this work 
that makes possible, not unbridled assertions of 
wisdom, but understanding. Figurative language, 
we might say, creates a common understanding 
out of uncommon sense. No matter how clever the 
reader, understanding stems not from reason or 
opinion but from the commonly held medium of 
language.


I want to be emphatic on this point: I am not sug
gesting that we should all feel obliged to go back 
and revel in the beautiful ambiguities of Thomas 
More’s writing (even though I do think they are 
amazing). For one thing, More has been canonized 
in more ways than one already, and his writing 
hardly needs any further promotion from me. For 
another, ambiguity is not the be-all and end-all of 
every true understanding, or even of every literary 
text. There are all kinds of issues, inside and out
side of the classroom, on which a faculty member 
or a student, like any citizen, must take a clear 
and unequivocal stand. But I do not think the 
argument needs to be made that the humanities 
disciplines have been essential in providing us with
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L e tte r  from  the Chair


Laura Brown, the John Wendell Anderson 
Professor of English, served for three years 
as chair of the English Department.


As I end my three-year term as chair of the 
Cornell English Department, I’m espe 
daily aware of the changes that have taken 
place during this time and the many lessons I 
have learned. Those of you who have kept up with 


events in the department over the last three years 
know that we have added a very impressive group 
of new faculty members in a time of active hiring 
and recruitment, that we have passed very success
fully through our first full-scale external review 
with renewed energy for long-term planning, and 
that we have graduated an unusually large number 
of English majors— a cohort of nearly 150 majors 
in 2004-05.


I am especially conscious of a change and a lesson 
that have taken hold of my own thinking about 
the discipline of literary studies in the last three 
years. In 2002-03, as we prepared for our external 
review, the faculty in the department worked hard 
to define, field by field, a set of priorities designed 
to carry us forward into the next five years, and 
that included ideas about the future of each field; 
about hiring priorities within individual fields 
and for the department as a whole; and about our 
relationship with peer institutions in terms of pro
grams and structures that could support the stron
gest and most significant work in literary study.


I learned during this process that in every area 
within the department, faculty felt that the dis
cipline was shifting or about to shift under our 
feet, and that we were eager to participate and to 
take the lead in changes that we felt to be on the 
horizon of literary studies. An exciting lesson, but 
complicated— as changes always are— by its own 
open-ended premise. If literary studies, or the


In reflecting on our own work as teachers and 
critics of literature, the faculty in the English 
Department has thought deeply about where we 
stand today, and each of us has been involved in 
raising questions and proposing ideas designed to 
further our thinking about the future.


How do we balance traditional topics, texts, and 
authors with approaches informed by critical theo
ry, gender and sexuality studies, cultural studies, or 
post-colonial scholarship? How do we respond in 
our teaching to globalization and popular culture, 
to film and digital media? How do we approach 
the structure of our discipline in light of the grow
ing engagement with interdisciplinary approaches? 
How do we justify the study of earlier historical 
periods in a time of growing commitment to the 
immediate, the contemporary, or even the future?


How do we define “American” literatures when 
geographical borders, national identities, and eth
nic cultures fail to match up under that rubric? 
And how do we define the very discipline that we 
practice-—the critical study of English literature— 
when the understanding of both “English” and of 
“literature” are under revision?


Alongside these questions, we have proposed 
changes that might move us forward into the 
future. In the earlier periods of British literature, 
we are interested in bridging traditional boundar
ies, both historical and geographical— in con
necting medieval and Renaissance literature for 
instance, as well as British and American. In 
Shakespeare studies, we have sought in our courses 
offerings to provide a perspective on the lively 
proliferation of Shakespearean materials in world 
literature and popular culture today, and to under
stand the prominence of Shakespeare in the very 
definition of Anglophone literary criticism.


In American studies, we have been seeking ways 
of articulating canonical American literature and 
ethnic American literature, with the long-term 
goal of building an upper-division curriculum in 
advanced and comparative ethnic studies. We have 
considered a range of cross-cultural or comparative 
teaching scenarios, including an omnibus course 
on comparative colonialisms from the Caribbean 
to India, Africa, and the Pacific, and including 
the Holocaust. And within the Creative Writing 
Program, we have increasingly attracted an ethni
cally diverse group of innovative writers, whose 
fiction and poetry have changed the nature and


subject of writing at Cornell and beyond. These 
changes would require new ways of thinking about 
teaching, hiring, and program building, and we 
have begun to look for support for collaborative 
teaching, and cooperative searches.


More broadly, however, we are interested now in 
applying the lessons we have learned about our 
discipline to the humanities in general. Like liter
ary criticism, the humanities is shifting, chang
ing, and inviting its students and critics to give 
it a new face, for the university and for society at 
large. Along with the Society for the Humanities 
at Cornell, and a range of other departments and 
faculty members within the humanities, we are 
beginning to develop a set of questions that can 
carry us forward. What is the relationship within 
the humanities between the creative or performing 
arts and the critical and scholarly projects that take 
these arts as their subject? Can we promote innova
tion in teaching, research, or writing, as well as 
programmatic alliances, that might stimulate this 
relationship in new ways?


W hat is the role of the social sciences in the future 
of the humanities? Could research in the quantita
tive social sciences be connected with cultural criti
cism to produce new kinds of knowledge? Could 
science find a common cause with the humanities, 
perhaps in the new fields of computational sci
ence, digitalization, or sustainability? How can we 
change the structure of the university in order to 
open up the possibility for new work along these 
lines? And how can we ensure that our freshest, 
riskiest, and most surprising thinking reaches our 
students and our research agendas?


My final lesson, as chair, entailed a glimpse of the 
immense momentum of a discipline in transition. 
Can one of us, even the most brilliant, bend its 
course or even grasp its direction? Probably not. 
But all of us give it its future. The greatest plea
sures and responsibilities of intellectual work lie 
between that impulse to make new knowledge and 
that assurance that we do so together.


Laura Brown
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ask: If the public sphere is a phantom agora or a 
marketplace of phantasms, where does the news 
take place ?


Did the First Gulf War, for example, “take place”? 
(Baudrillard says it didn’t, perhaps without hav
ing consulted the Kuwaitis.) And what about the 
War on Terror, and the War in Iraq? In a Making 
the News section I taught in the fall of 2002, the 
“place” of these events was on, and in, our minds 
while the war in Afghanistan was proceeding and 
the drumbeat for regime change in Iraq rising.
Class members tracked many events through many 
media, writing copiously on a host of subjects: 
the ability of Chomsky’s “propaganda model” to 
explain coverage of airlifts to Afghans or of the 
Rwanda genocide; the role of the press in the drive 
for graduate student unionization at Cornell; sto
ries of Watergate in the press and the film All the 
President’s Men-, the reporting of economics in the 
Clintonocracy and the history of missile defense 
under Bush II. What stands out in my memory 
is, well, the experience of reading— reading hard, 
in good company and in a patchwork of local and 
global spaces and a richly layered mediascape.
The tone was set by a first assignment, Elaine 
Scarry’s “Watching and Authorizing the Gulf 
War.” In that 1993 article, she traces the waning 
of public debate in government and the media over 
recent wars and the dominance of spectacle in the 
1990-91 war. Her centerpiece is a reading of a 
McDonnell Douglas ad appearing in The Economist 
right after the war. A lean and phallic F/A-18 
Hornet, made by the advertiser and laden with 
microcephalic missiles, spans the page and cleaves 
a text that celebrates the product and its record in 
Operation Desert Storm: “You’re Carrying Four 
Tons of Explosives and People Are Shooting at 
You. No Problem,” says the text. Says Scarry, “the 
advertisement enlists the reader into an act of self
recognition,” for both the plane and the Economist 
readership are “proven performers,” “dependable” 
and “fearsome”; and a virtual public is invited on 
triumphal procession to and from the Gulf.


Invited, but not compelled— for of course the read
er of the reader here, Scarry, performs another act 
of self-recognition, making her able (in Habermas’ 
terms) to “say something and disagree.” So does 
the reader of Kevin Carter’s Pulitzer-winning 
photo of a vulture and a dying African child in 
The Times of 1993, read in connection with Susan 
Sontag’s Regarding the Pain o f Others. So too the 
reader of the Confederate flag in American politics 
of the last half century, who in this case happens 
to be Adam Sasiadek (ILR ’06), a student in Media 
Worlds with Angela Naimou and author of the 
essay that won the Knight Institute’s Expository 
Writing Prize last spring. Michael Warner has 
something to say about such acts of reading in 
his Publics and Counterpublics (2002): “When we 
understand images and texts as public, we make 
a necessary imaginary reference to the public as 
opposed to other individuals . . .  To ask about the 
relation between democracy and the rhetorical 
forms of publicity, we would have to consider 
how the public dimension of discourse can come


about differently in different contexts of media
tion, from official to mass cultural or subcultural. 
There is not simply ‘a’ public discourse and a ‘we’ 
who apprehend it.” To me and, I think, to Warner, 
this means that the publicness of imagery and 
discourse holds a kernel of imaginative force— is 
plural, mutable, negotiable, and performable, sub
ject to the aesthetic and ethical intervention of an 
active audience. That is the audience we are when 
we teach and read and view, and the audience 
student writers need in order to experience their 
own work as real. Critical distance is restored to the 
experience of public mediation, the distance lost 
in Habermas’ narrative of transformation as well 
as Baudrillard’s story of the supersaturated realm 
of simulations. The resulting public imaginary is 
nuanced, contestatory, and fragmented, open to 
investigation— and far-flung.


How far-flung? I want to look at a text taught in 
Media Worlds and Global Cinema by teachers who 
know more about the world than I, Naimou, and 
our colleague Nick Davis. It is Alain Brigand’s 
film 11’09”01, an anthology of cinematic responses 
to the W TC attacks of September 11 by direc
tors from eleven countries, each segment eleven 
minutes, nine seconds and one frame long. Made 
in 2002, it contests mass-produced public com
memorations of the attacks. It doesn’t just imagine 
publics; it shows multiple publics across the world 
trying to imagine that catastrophe— or imagining 
other catastrophes that rival or recall it. A teacher 
of Afghan children in Iran seeks to explain the 
attacks to them and helps them understand it 
only by pointing to a high chimney that may (for 
us) recall Auschwitz; she has summoned them to 
school from brick-making with a warning of future 
retaliation: “You can’t stop bombs with bricks; 
come to class.” A refugee Bosnian woman defers, 
then persists in her group’s public commemora
tion of the murder of Muslim men in Srebrenica 
on July 11, 1995; “after this,” she muses (perhaps 
about 9-11, perhaps about 7-11), “we can expect 
anything.” A Chilean exile in London writes a let
ter to Americans recalling yet another 11th, date 
of the U.S.-sponsored coup against the Allende 
government on September 11, 1973, with copious 
news footage of the earlier event. He is not evening 
scores but measuring the later tragedy against the 
prior. In New York, a Muslim disappears, and his 
family are hounded by police and reporters who 
suspect him of complicity— to learn at length that 
he has died as an emergency medical technician in 
the attacks. In Burkina Faso, poor children glimpse 
and stalk a man they think is Osama bin Laden, 
expecting to win the large price on his head; they 
are inconsolable when he slips away on a plane. In 
New York once more, a French tour guide leaves 
his deaf-mute girlfriend to go to work, and she 
writes him a dear-John on the computer while 
the unobserved TV screen repeats and repeats the 
attacks; he may be dead, and his return in ashen 
form does not settle the question. In a nowhere of 
horror, the Mexican director blacks out all but the 
jumping civilians, running his film for long min
utes against a sound-track of muttered prayers and 
cell-phone calls from another of the doomed jets


and asking “Does God’s light guide us or 
blind us?”


Where does all this take place, and for whom? Not 
in Utopia, but not in The Matrix either. Perhaps 
in the flows of “ethnoscapes,” “mediascapes,” 
and “ideoscapes” mapped in Arjun Appadurai’s 
Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions o f 
Globalization (1996), an indispensable handbook 
for imagining in the twenty-first century. Almost 
everyone in 11’09”01 is a migrant or a nomad 
or someone who harbors them, a citizen of the 
“diasporic public spheres” of the world Appadurai 
charts in his study of “the imagination as a social 
practice.” Their reactions to the W TC attacks 
speak volumes about the way they imagine them
selves in the world. In just such a mixed, frag
mented, and electronically mediated world, writes 
Appadurai, the imagination is a more and not 
less singular agency—the medium of terror and 
pastiche, coercion, and community, “the key com-


“ARTFUL & INTENSELY MOVING!"
Karan Durbin - THI NEW TDRK TIMM


DVD cover for 11'09"01, an anthology of short films from around the world that respond to the 
tragedy of the September 11 attacks.


ponent of the new global order.” This book reads 
as though Salman Rushdie, who knows something 
about diasporas and terror, were to write political 
geography. “The broken mirror may actually be as 
valuable as the one which is supposedly unflawed,” 
wrote Rushdie in his Imaginary Homelands (1981). 
Today, Appadurai would almost certainly view 
the mirror’s brokenness— refractive, sharp-edged, 
kaleidoscopic, instinct with depth— as a source of 
the light it can shed on the new century.


A version o f this essay with references and acknowl
edgments is online at http:llinstructl.cit.Cornell. 
edu/-sad4/imag/
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Faculty Retiring


Some 46 years ago, Dan McCall popped up in a 
writing course I taught during the Harvard sum
mer session. In a class that cut across all stratifica
tions of age, Dan, at nineteen, clearly stood out as 
recruit, the raw youth, the class pet. At our final 
meeting, Dan read a hilarious passage about his 
palmy days as a teen-age quiz kid. The performance 
provoked an ovation— in my fifty-odd years as 
teacher the only such happening. Then, at a recent 
farewell reading, Dan treated his fans, whose names 
are legion, to a retrieval of—well, his days as a quiz- 
kid. So Dan’s professional career, like his Harvard 
debut, ended on an up-note.


Well: Dan has written a lot of books since August 1959— and since his 
arrival at Cornell via Stanford and Columbia in 1966. His most popular 
novel to date remains Jack the Bear, a funny, beautifully “felt” narrative 
about the adolescent whiz in an Oakland-based dysfunctional family, 
which has been translated into more languages than Mein Kampf Jurassic 
Park, and The Devil Wears Prada; it’s appeared under a hodgepodge of 
zany titles and spooked his translators. (Among the hygienic Danes, Jack 
throws his dirty wash not into a laundry chute but an incinerator). Jack 
has been followed by a dozen novels, a number of them reflecting Dan’s 
specialty as Americanist, notably Beecher, a concisely exhaustive novel 
about the trial of Henry Ward Beecher, and arguably his finest book, 
Messenger Bird, which records the trials of a doctor on a Native American 
reservation. Dan is a master at exploring professional specifics: I recall a 
student of ours, the daughter of a cardiologist and herself by now a top- 
notch fictionist, leafing through Messenger Bird and wondering out loud, 
“How does he know all that?”


At that, Dan the fictioneer often peeks out of his impish and irreverent 
academic homework on Bartleby, on Hawthorne and James—his earliest, 
The Example o f Richard Wright, made the Times list of ten best non-fiction 
books, and the latest, his edition of Melville’s “Killer Bs” (Billy, Benito, 
Bartleby), went into ten printings in two years. And a lecturer who crams 
no less than 200 students into Hollis Cornell to hear his glosses on A 
Farewell to Arms and American Pastoral must have something going for 
him.


Sorry: “no fewer than.” Dan’s purism has been the bane, the in-joke of his 
undergrads. His pen pounces on every maladjusted comma, every windy 
phrase. In fact, every “in fact” goes into the trashcan— or incinerator. 
Anybody who splits an infinitive is fit to split an atom. Obviously Dan’s 
anathemas on ascending colons don’t begin to reflect his pedagogy. His 
generosity to his students beggars description. In last year’s Newsletter 
Roger Gilbert cited the graduates of the writing program who have 
famously made it. Unsurprisingly each has been a disciple of Dan’s. Dan’s 
retirement is in fact purely pro forma. Where lesser emeriti collect begging 
letters by long-lost alumni, Dan stockpiles Brobdingnagian manuscripts 
by students he taught ages ago, and fine-tunes them with the same solici
tude that he lavishes on the stories of his latest clients. Who, in turn, will 
foist their wares on him twenty years hence. In person, in Dan’s living 
room.


But before they do, comma, I’d better get Dan to proofread all this.
— Edgar Rosenberg


Winthrop (Pete) Wetherbee retired last fall 
after 37 years at Cornell University. A native 
of Boston, he earned a BA from Harvard, an 
M A from the University of Leeds, and a PhD 
from Berkeley in 1967, the year he joined the 
Cornell faculty as an assistant professor of 
medieval literature. He was granted early tenure 
after completing Platonism and Poetry in the 
Twelfth Century, a study of the medieval school 
of Chartres, which he soon followed with a bril
liant edition of the Cosmographia of Bernardus 
Sylvestris, a member of the school. He is also 


the author of numerous essays on medieval French, Latin, Italian, Early 
English, and other literatures. His Chaucer and the Poets: An Essay on 
"Troilus and Criseyde" (1984) studies the poetic relationship between 
Chaucer and his forebears— Dante, Virgil, Petrarch, Statius. At Cornell 
he directed the Medieval Studies Program and chaired the Department 
of Comparative Literature and, from 1990 until 1996, the Department 
of English. In 1989, he was named Avalon Foundation Professor in the 
Humanities.


The range of Pete’s scholarly loves have made him an ideal teacher and 
mentor of young medievalists as well as a generous help to any graduates 
and undergraduates interested in studying outside their fields. A grad 
student in the Renaissance recalls working with Pete on her Latin while 
a friend in the program worked with him on Italian. That year Pete was 
also learning Biblical Hebrew while spending mornings brushing up on 
his French (by reading Proust). O f his many interests, none exceeds his 
passion for the modern jazz masters and, of course, for the greatest of 
baseball teams (whose escape from their celebrated curse in the World 
Series of 2004 marked an epoch in Pete’s life).


Over ten years ago, Pete walked into Auburn Correctional Facility, a max
imum prison 38 miles north of Ithaca, and set up a program, now known 
as Cornell at Auburn, which has since then granted Cornell credit to 
several dozen inmates hungry for learning and for self-respect. Although a 
number of professors and students have joined Pete over the years, to the 
men behind bars, Pete and Pete alone is “Doc.”


Once, while we were driving together to Auburn, Pete told me he had 
spent the weekend in Boston advising the president of Harvard on the 
restructuring of that institution’s medieval studies program. From the 
offices of Derek Bok to the locked schoolroom at Auburn was but a small 
step for a man who relates to all groups of people with the same direct, 
unaffected humanity. John Dryden famously said of the General Prologue 
to The Canterbury Tales, “Here is God’s plenty.” Chaucer’s spirit of open- 
hearted, generous acceptance of human life obviously reminds me of Pete, 
but another theme in Chaucer describes him no less well: courtesye. Here 
are his own words, from the astute, delightfully accessible Chaucer: The 
Canterbury Tales-. “Once again we are made to recall the narrator’s appeal 
at the end of the General Prologue. In themselves courtly values are inade
quate to the task of ordering social reality, but without courtesy the social 
world becomes chaotic and human.”


—Paul Sawyer
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Lyrae N. Van 
Clief-Stefanon,
a poet, joined the 
department last 
fall as an assis
tant professor of 
creative writing. 
She grew up in 
Florida, like her


graduated from 
Washington and


Lee University in 1996; and received her 
MFA from Pennsylvania State University in 
1999. Before coming to Cornell, she taught 
at the Rockview Penitentiary State College, 
Pennsylvania State University, Fairfax County 
Public Schools, and in Cameroon, West Africa, 
through the U.S. Peace Corps. During the past


year at Cornell, Lyrae has also continued her 
work in prison, teaching creative writing at 
the Auburn Correctional Facility. Black Swan 
(2002), her first volume of poems, was a final
ist for the 2003 Paterson Poetry Prize and won 
the 2001 Cave Canem Poetry Prize. Her poetry 
has appeared in many journals and has been 
anthologized in Common Wealth: Contemporary 
Poets o f Virginia -, Role Call: A Generational 
Anthology o f Social and Political Black Literature 
and Art-, and Bum Rush the Page: A D ef Poetry 
Jam. Lyrae is currently working on six differ
ent projects, including two books of poetry, 
Open Interval and Southern Gate-, a collection 
of essays titled Purchase-, a novel titled Six Ways 
from Sunday-, and a biography of Belle de Costa 
Greene titled Belle.


Kalas
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the rhetorical, oratorical, and logic skills that 
are necessarily to take positions in that way; I 
think that our culture on the whole accepts that 
as a given. I would even venture that the strain 
of early humanism that saw itself principally 
as an educational practice for the fashioning of 
gentleman subjects has enjoyed a rather vigor
ous and enduring (and sometimes vicious and 
exclusionary) legacy within the institution of 
the university, and indeed within the culture at 
large. But I think the argument does need to be 
made that we have, by and large, forfeited the 
legacy of a different strand of early humanism 
that understood figurative language to be in 
and of itself a collective form of understanding 
and a social good. What we might carry away 
from that strand of humanism is a recognition 
that figurative language is one of the instru
ments that cultures have always had for expos
ing and indeed shaping the social mechanisms 
that direct our thinking, our practices, and our 
pleasures as members of a collectivity and as 
speakers of language, rather than as masterful 
agents of subjective reason. What the humanis
tic disciplines, and English departments in par
ticular, let go of in losing sight of that strand of 
humanism was the potential to make it our very 
basic premise that figurative language actually 
does things in the world.


I hope that it is clear that what I am advocating 
has, ultimately, nothing to do with preserving 
the legacy of humanism. I wanted to disclose, 
through the work of Thomas More, that the 
current impasse in how we might best shape 
the future of literary study is less topical than it 
might appear, and may well have been scripted 
at the origins of humanism itself. I wanted, that


is, to observe that humanism set up from the 
outset an agon between intellectual distinction 
and social concern, between private interests 
and the common weal. The only thing more 
futile than trying to resolve an impasse that 
is endemic to the whole history of humanism 
would be trying to do so without realizing that 
the legacy of humanism has in fact already been 
spent. I do not mean by this that the humani
ties are doomed, only that humanism, if it is 
still one of the defining features of our culture 
at large (plenty of people would say that we are 
already posthumanist), will not be so for long. 
To my thinking it is the phrase “ownership soci
ety” that rings the death knell of humanism.
An ownership society is the necessary outcome, 
even fulfillment of humanism, and also its final 
undoing: it resolves the struggle between private 
interests and the common weal into a system in 
which private interests are the only social good. 
English departments will have a lot more to lose 
if we think of ourselves only as conservators of 
culture and purveyors of wisdom. But English 
departments also stand to gain both purpose 
and resolve if it should become clear to us that 
voice and figure in language are reality-based 
expressions of collective interest, and comprise 
one of the few remaining media that cannot 
as yet be measured and codified as commerce 
by an increasingly monolithic and abstracted 
market.


Footnotes
1. S ir T hom as M ore, Utopia, trans. R alph Robynson [1556], ed. D avid 
H arris Sachs (B oston  and  N ew  York: B edfo rd /S t. M artin ’s, 1999), 201.


2. Jacob  B urckhard t, The C ivilisation o f the Renaissance in Italy, trans., 
S .G.C. M iddlem ore (N ew  York: Penguin  Books, 1990), 177.


3. B urckhard t, 177 and  179.
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such a center. It would be a fine place for students 
and faculty to meet, and if nothing else would 
show that Cornell is serious about the arts and the 
educational role they can play. The Council has 
also proposed making a course in the creative arts 
mandatory for every incoming freshman, a pro
posal that fascinates me, especially when I consider 
the long-term consequences it can have (that many 
more concert- and playgoers, film buffs, art enthu
siasts, fiction and poetry readers). Such a proposal, 
however, would undoubtedly mean hiring a num
ber of artists to teach the additional classes and, 
on those grounds alone, might prove prohibitive.


The office of Epoch magazine, the hub of 
creative writing at Cornell, and Michael 
Koch, editor and teacher.
But in the English Department we have the fac
ulty on hand now (or close to it) to launch an 
initiative of our own. The present state of affairs is 
all right, and better than it was, and much better 
than when Archie proposed disbanding the cre
ative writing program. Even with the program dis
banded, Archie would probably have gone ahead 
and written all those great poems, but think of 
the students he wouldn’t have taught. Alice Fulton 
comes to mind. No one is a stronger proponent 
than Alice for pooling our department’s talents 
and interests and seeing what comes of it. Maybe 
some ungainly beast will emerge, some laughing
stock of a hybrid, but if that’s the case the Ag 
School has all those barns where we can hide our 
mistakes for future generations to study. There’s 
a chance, though, that something remarkable 
will step forth. Something intensely alive, richly 
informed, eager to educate itself about cultures not 
its own, and thrilled— absolutely thrilled— by the 
beauty and complexity our language can yield. I 
don’t want to wax too poetic, but if a study of the 
humanities leads us to the humans dominating the 
world today, then the “poetic” may be our last and 
best defense.
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Faculty,NOTES


Mary Pat Brady edited The Heath Anthology o f 
American Literature, Fifth Edition, Volumes A-E 
(2004). She was also awarded the 2004 Robert 
and Helen Appel Fellowship for Humanists and 
Social Scientists.


Eric Cheyfltz edited The Columbia Guide to 
American Indian Literatures o f the United States 
since 1945 (forthcoming, Columbia University 
Press). His book The (Post)Colonial Construction o f 
Indian Country: U.S. American Indian Literatures 
and Federal Indian Law will be included in the 
Columbia Guide.


Jonathan Culler’s The Literary in Theory is forth
coming from Stanford University Press. He has 
also edited Structuralism: Critical Concepts, four 
volumes (forthcoming from Routledge).


Elizabeth DeLoughrey edited, with George 
Handley and Renee Gosson, Caribbean Literature 
and the Environment: Between Nature and Culture 
(forthcoming, University Press of Virginia).


Alice Fulton was awarded the National 
Endowment for the Arts Literature Fellowship in 
Poetry, 2005-06.


Andy Galloway edited The Yearbook ofLangland 
Studies 17 (2003). The Penn Commentary on Piers 
Plowman, Volume 1: Prologue-Passus 4  is forth
coming from University of Pennsylvania Press.


Roger Gilbert edited, with David Burak, 
Considering the Radiance: Essays on the Poetry o f A. 
R. Ammons (W. W. Norton, 2005). He has also 
been awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship to work 
on a biography of Ammons.


Biodun Jeyifo’s Arrested Decolonization and 
Postcolonial Studies: Essays in Reflection and 
Intervention is forthcoming from Routledge.


Wendy Jones's Consenting Fictions: Women, 
Liberalism, and the English Novel, a study of 
marriages and the idea of contract in English 
novels, was published this year by the University 
of Toronto Press.


Douglas Mao edited, with Rebecca Walkowitz, 
Bad Modernisms (forthcoming from Duke 
University Press). He has also been awarded a 
Guggenheim Fellowship.


James McConkey’s The Telescope in the Parlor was 
published by Paul Dry Books.


Satya Mohanty has edited, with Linda Martin 
Alcoff, Michael Hames-Garcia, and Paula Moya, 
Identity Politics Reconsidered (forthcoming, 
Palgrave). As one of the main coordinators of 
the Future of Minority Studies (FMS) National 
Research Project, he has also received a three-year 
grant from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation to 
run the FMS National Research Project Summer


Institute at Cornell.


Robert Morgan’s biography Boone: A Life is 
forthcoming from Algonquin Books of Chapel 
Hill. On March 31, 2005, he was inducted into 
the Fellowship of Southern Writers.


Stephen Parrish has continued his work as the 
general editor of the Cornell Yeats. Volume 22 
was released this year, and Volumes 23 and 24 are 
forthcoming.


Neil Saccamano edited, with Victoria Kahn, 
Politics and the Passions, 1580-1850 (forthcoming 
from Princeton University Press).


Shirley Samuels edited the Companion to 
American Fiction (Blackwell, 2004).


Dan Schwarz’s Reading the Modern British 
and Irish Novel: 1890-1950 was published by 
Blackwell (2005). His In Defense o f Reading is 
forthcoming from Blackwell. Dan is also general 
editor of Blackwell’s series Reading the Novel, to 
which this book belongs. In 2004, he edited The 
Early Novels o f Benjamin Disraeli (six volumes) for 
Pickering and Chatto.


Cushing Strout’s On the Other Side o f the Mirror: 
Prearrangement and Plot in Close-up Card Magic 
was published by Isawthat (2005).
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Kenneth McClane, the W.E.B. Du Bois Professor of English at Cornell, 
arrived here as a freshman in fall 1969. Three years later, he published his 
first volume of poems, Running Before the Wind. After receiving his BA 
and MFA, he taught for a year at Colby College in Maine, then returned 
to his alma mater as assistant professor of English and stayed ever since. 
Seven more poetry collections followed, including Take Five: New and 
Selected Poems (1986). Shortly after the death of his younger brother, he 
began writing the personal essays that have given him a reputation as one 


of the nation’s masters of the genre. Walls (1992), which has just been re-
issued by University of Notre Dame Press, was followed by Color: Essays 
on Race, Family and History (2009). The final essay of that collection, on 
his father’s struggle with Alzheimer’s, concludes with the passage we have 
excerpted below. A passionate teacher as well as writer, Ken won a Weiss 
Presidential Fellowship in 2003. His many contributions to Cornell and 
to the larger world of African-American letters—as poet, memoirist, critic, 
teacher, colleague, and public citizen—are unified by a moral exuberance 


and generosity all his own, especially well characterized by the aim he 
mentions below: to “give everyone as much of an endorsement as I can.” In 
the fall of 2012, a new course proposed by Ken will be offered in his honor, 
entitled Freedom Writes: The Literature of Global Social Justice Struggles. 
He and Paul Sawyer shared the following pre-retirement interview at his 
home this past July.
PS: When you arrived at Cornell as a freshman, you weren’t a 
“typical” student; you weren’t a “typical” black student. Tell us 
about your life before Ithaca, New York.


KM: I was a black kid from a famous independent school. But I had 
also grown up in Harlem—with parents who were socialists, although 
they wouldn’t term it that way, but who had committed themselves 
very early on to living in the black community, even though they 
themselves had been college-educated and could live elsewhere. My 
father was a doctor and he never made more than $17,000. Two-
thirds of his patients couldn’t pay, so in fact, there was a great deal 
of barter going on. My mother did a lot of work off-Broadway, and 
did interracial theater in Cape Cod, deliberately using professional 
actors working with civil rights activists, including William Kunstler, 
Roy Wilkins, Eli Wallach, and Anne Jackson, to name but a few. In 
the ’50s and ’60s to have blacks and whites performing together was 
to actualize the American dream, not just talk about it. And for the 
activists, playing at acting was fun—the stakes, though high, were not 
life and limb. In my house, famous people used to stay with us, and I 
always thought this was a normal thing. Duke Ellington, for example, 
was a brilliant musician, but he was also very nice to me. I remember 
he would always let me sit on his leg when he played the piano.
PS: Dr. King was also a guest of your parents. What impressed a 
young boy about him?


KM: Yes. It was the magnitude of his interest in others that was 
actually his charisma, I think. When people would meet him, they 
would move from calling him Dr. King to, “I just spoke to Martin.” 
And they would do this in minutes. There was something about him 
that was irrepressibly vulnerable. Humanizing. Everyone evolved in his 
presence and became larger than he or she thought possible. And, just 
as important as his greatness, he made people realize that they could 
do things they never thought imaginable on the world stage. He made 
us realize that we had within our humanity all the provender we need 
to change the world. The other strength he possessed was that he could 
both lead and follow: where he was tired, others were not. One of the 
things I always loved about my parents was that they always said to me 
that I was supposed to pay attention to those people who, in their daily 
motions, expressed courage.
It’s funny growing up in the school I went to, the Collegiate School. 
I was the first black there in 320 years, and that was complicated; it 
was also an all-male school, which was a drag. But I’ll never forget 
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when I was in the fifth grade, and I was invited to a dance at the Brearley 
School, Collegiate’s sister institution. Since we were all shy at that age, we 
would gather at the home of a Brearley parent before we journeyed, in 
small groups, to the dance. My parents always said if the door opens, you 
must walk through, no matter how difficult the passage. My problem, of 
course, was that I was terrified. My hands were sweating. I knew that I was 
going to a dance where there would not be any black girls. And I didn’t 
know if anyone would dance with me. And I remember, as I’m entering 
the door to the lavish apartment for the pre-dance dinner, I see a black 
woman. The housekeeper. And she gently puts her hand on me and says, 
like the world’s great foremother, “really, really good to see you, dear.” That 
moment of affirmation and acknowledgement got me through that entire 
evening. It inspires me even now. That basic sense that “we realize that this 
is frightening: it was frightening for me to take this job, it is frightening for 
you to be here, but this is the whole history of a people. This is what we 
do.” 
PS: Simply attending the Collegiate School must have required a 
similar kind of courage from you.


KM: Surviving that time was an astonishment. I mean, it’s really funny 
now. I was asked to go back and give what’s called the Henry Adams 
lecture. It’s a big deal. They put your name up on the wall, on a plaque. 
And I remember, I put that visit off five times. I was so frightened by that 
place. And when I got there the place seemed puny. I had thought it was 
gigantic, monumental. 
PS: One of my favorite moments in your essay collections is the story of 
when you wrote about Invisible Man for Henry Adams, who was your 
English teacher.


KM: Collegiate was a very traditional place, and we never read books by 
anyone living—and no texts by black writers. Henry Adams gave us this 
optional assignment to write about any book we wanted, so I wrote about 
Invisible Man. And of course I had always been interested in that part 
where the narrator, who is given no name, the “I,” finds himself literally 
swallowing blood; he is always in this predicament of never being able 
to articulate adequately his own agency. So I hand in my paper and Mr. 
Adams writes in the margin, “forget you’re black when you write this.” And 
I remember writing, though I didn’t give it to him, “forget you’re white 
when you grade it.” Of course I was never able to convey that to him. I 
realized at that moment—and at many other moments at Collegiate—that 
I was swallowing blood.
But let me say something more to be fair to Mr. Adams. In my senior year, 
when it came time to apply to colleges, Henry Adams asked me, “have you 
thought of this?” And he presents me the catalog for Dartmouth, his alma 
mater. He didn’t do that for any other Collegiate student. And in truth, I 
was not doing well in his class; he was always saying, “this shows too much 
imagination.” Whatever else was going on, it was clear that Mr. Adams 
thought I was smart. He was a conundrum, and probably so was I.


PS: You arrived here in 
fall 1969, the semester 
after the takeover of 
the Willard Straight. 
Did that event have 
anything to do 
with your choosing 
Cornell?


KM: I came to Cornell 
because I wanted a 
school that I felt was 
responsibly dealing with 
race. I came because of 
the Straight takeover. I 
remember getting here 
and feeling very quickly 
that this was going to 


be a very interesting four years. Cornell, however tentatively, was not lying 
about the great gulf between black and white people, between the haves 
and the have-nots—this was not a school that prided itself on only taking 
black kids from prep schools. It was a school that, no matter how difficult 
the process, and it certainly was that, was truly engaging America’s racial 
maelstrom.


Being eighteen at that time was truly heady stuff, with the war in Vietnam 
and the omnipresent Civil Rights struggle. For example, the bottom fifth 
of the class was draftable. We forget this, you know? When we talk about 
education being a life- or death-affirming thing, it really was. You might 
well end up in Vietnam killing people or being killed. In my first two years 
at Cornell, we ended the academic term in turmoil. The first year involved 
the burning of the Africana Center. The next year was the bombing of 
Cambodia. So in both years, the term ended precipitously—my first year, 
in fact, without final exams. It was a very odd time in which to go to 
school. And yes, I was terrified. On the other hand, I wouldn’t have liked to 
be anywhere else.
PS: Was Cornell the place where you discovered you wanted to be a 
poet?


KM: I had actually known Langston Hughes, because he was often at the 
Afro-American bookstore on 125th Street, and I would visit him when I 
was a young kid. He would read to us every Saturday. And at some point he 
said to my father, “I think your son is going to be a poet.” And this was my 
father’s worst fear. How’s my child going to make a living, right? And yet 
my father never voiced his discomfort. It is only as I get older that I realize 
how saintly my parents were. As James Baldwin reminds, “the problems of 
keeping children alive are never real for children.”
Anyway, I got to Cornell, and I started to write what I thought were poems. 
They were simply terrible. I mean, they were true merde. But I didn’t know 
it. And I had a friend who said, “you should show Professor Ammons these 
things.” I didn’t know who Professor Ammons was, at that point, but I 
gave him a sheaf of these prattlings. And he said, very nicely, “come back 
in a week’s time.” I heard his Southern drawl, and I said to myself, “there’s 
not anything a Southerner is going to be able to tell me.” And so I didn’t 
come back. Next term, I took English 280. And who was the teacher? A.R. 
Ammons. And he was incredible. He didn’t mention my previous lapse, and 
I certainly didn’t mention it. And I well remember the first class. I wrote a 
poem that was very self-conscious, far too overtly Romantic, but it had one 
line that he admired. And it was something like: “His hand – Oh! How it 
trembled.” And Archie particularly liked the exclamatory “Oh!” And he 
said, “that’s wonderful.” That was my first moment of validation, which was 
as needful to me as air. And from that moment, we became incredibly close, 
and remained that way to the end of his life.
The wonderful thing about writing is that I often don’t understand what 
I have experienced until I have written about it: it’s as if I need to write to 
live, not the other way around. And the other thing is that it allows me—
and I’m talking about the non-fiction stuff—to argue for others, for their 
inviolable sacredness.
PS: Why did you start writing essays?


KM: I stopped writing poetry when my brother died of alcoholism. I 
realized that I couldn’t write poems anymore because I always felt that 
poems shouldn’t be didactic. In fact, I only composed one poem that was 
100% autobiographical. And that poem was one I regret to this moment; 
it was about my mother who was clinically schizophrenic. She was in and 
out of the hospital a lot. One of the reasons I find life so—and poetry—so 
full of joy, is that, given everything that happened to my family, we always 
had undiminishable love. That was an essential calibration. I’ve been so 
blessed because of that. There was never a question that my parents weren’t 
always behind us. As a teacher, my job is to provide everyone as much of 
an endorsement as I can, to corroborate him or her. At times it’s difficult, 
but boy are we lucky, particularly in the kind of work that we do. We have 
really smart students and we are permitted to talk about those things that 
are ineluctable, the heart’s music.
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an interview continued


PS: So in the essays, you could be both confessional and didactic in 
ways that didn’t work in poems.


KM: Yes. The death of my brother Paul was the first essay, and to be 
honest with you, it was pure therapy. That essay has been re-printed 15 
times. Let me put it this way: if horrible things happen, all there is, is 
horror. The wondrous thing about an essay is that at least you can give 
suffering shape. In some sense you can have the person back. And you can 
say things you wish you had uttered. And you can also understand things 
about that person that he tried to express and actually did express, except 
you didn’t see it. My brother was incredible. At bottom, we all are.
PS: It’s of course a natural human impulse to try to find reasons for 
why one person survived and someone else didn’t.


KM: That’s what the book was about. My brother and I had the same 
exact IQ, to the point. And that’s the truth. I would do something and 
people would applaud, and he would do something and get sent to jail. 
Brutal but true. Paul was a person who didn’t talk much. He would just 
act. I remember when I was applying to graduate school, I only applied 
to Cornell and to Brown—but I didn’t know much about Brown. So my 
brother comes to Ithaca…all of a sudden I hear this screech and he says, 
“get in the car.” And he drives me all the way to Providence. Then he says, 
“talk to these people.” He had all these friends—and they tell me about 
Brown. And, just as abruptly, he states, “get back in the car.” Drives me 
back in a day. That’s the way he was. That was the way he functioned. 
There was no quiet art of compromise. He would simply act, and you 
had to understand it. He was mysterious in another way. He tended to 
internalize other people’s misfortune to such a degree that sometimes he 
thought it was his. Sometimes he would say, “yeah! yeah! yeah!” And he’d 
be talking about my parents’ alleged misanthropy. And I’d say, “what are 
you talking about, Paul?” And he’d say, “oh yeah, they didn’t really do 
that to us, did they?” It was a weird sense of transference that I couldn’t 
quite understand. I don’t think he was inventing; I think that his empathy 
was such that it didn’t have any bounds. In any event, it didn’t give him 
the sustenance he needed. I remember when Paul and I visited the slave 
quarters at Mount Vernon, George Washington’s homestead. I was gazing 
at the waters of the Potomac, caught in my usual mental wanderings; my 
bother, barely four years of age, simply sunk to his knees, like a bag of 
stones.
Walls was the Paul book, Color was the Alzheimer’s book. The book I’m 
working on now—I’m in a peculiar quandary, because I don’t have the 
anchor essay yet. I’ve got all these essays, but this is the way my mind 
works: I’ve got to find something that brings it all together and I don’t 
know what it is and it hasn’t come yet. 
PS: It’ll get there. Tell us about one of the ideas you’ve been thinking 
about.


KM: Sure, although this will be sketchy. One essay is about going to 
Bahrain. Helena Viramontes and I went there four years ago to talk 
about American ethnic literature. Bahrain is considered by many to 
be the historical Eden, and that, of course, is in the back of my mind. 
And we’re there at a time of rising anti-Muslim feeling in the West 
and the ongoing war in Iraq. Amazingly, people in Bahrain see me as a 
representative American. First time in my life anybody’s ever seen me 
an exemplar of anything. And they’re asking, “why do you all hate us?” 
And I’m sitting there, thinking “huh?” I’d just come back from a rally in 
New York protesting against the war. Then, to add insult to injury, when 
I came to give my lecture, the professor who invited us commands, “let 
me show you something,” and he points to a plaque on the wall that 
proclaims: “American Studies Center, given as a gift from the United 
States Government, University of Bahrain, on September 11th, 2001.” 
Since there was a twelve-hour difference in time, (this room was being 
dedicated), they were celebrating the great connection between the 
American people and the Middle East as the Twin Towers were exploding. 
Truth is stranger than fiction and the world is always “too much with us.”
When I arrived in Bahrain, the first thing a taxi driver tells me is, “you 
come from Egypt.” I have this generic Third World face, and people often 


would say, “you’re this or that nationality.” Whatever they don’t like or deem 
dubious, I am. I could be Puerto Rican, Moroccan, Cuban, or Salvadorian. 
So I was giving these lectures, and I was saying to myself, I don’t know…
where did I come from? Black people, as you know, because of the slave trade, 
rarely can tell you where they were born. My friends can say they came from 
here; their family was from Italy or Surinam, and yet I have no idea whence I 
came. And then, amazingly, in Bahrain, I become the representative person. 
Which doesn’t help, because I don’t know what I’m representing. There are 
these identities flying around, like voices from an unnamed sea. And then 
there’s this astonishing moment after we’d been there for a week. There were 
about 300 people in an auditorium, we’re about to say our goodbyes, and all 
of a sudden, a young man stood up and heralded, “would Professor McClane 
come forward please?” And then a group of young men, with great fanfare 
and yet with great delicacy, offered, “you are an honorary Bahraini.” So I had 
gone from this position of being an infidel into this incredible sense…that 
it might be true. Yes, I might be Bahraini. I could be from anywhere. It was 
worthy of Invisible Man. Still, it was such a lovely, moving gesture. 
PS: I would be happy to have you represent me anywhere on earth. Shall 
we come back home for the last question? Cornell won’t be the same place 
after you retire. But maybe there’s something you hope will remain—
something you especially value about the place you’ve given so much to?


KM: One thing I’ve always felt is true at Cornell, but particularly in the 
English department, was that it tended to bring together people that might 
not be employed anywhere else. Cornell was willing to give people the 
benefit of the doubt. I like the fact that this is a place that really does value 
difference—values the strange, the peculiar, the clearly brilliant but often 
difficult to assimilate. I’ve always wanted this place to be a school that keeps 
taking risks. That keeps mixing it up. Cornell, at its best, values the truly 
original, the truly menaced, the truly inspired. Where else could I, and many 
others, find such a community?


Near the end of my father’s life, as he was sitting in the nursing 
home, he suddenly looked up at me, his head almost jerking. 
“Ken,” he said, “would you like to take a drive? We could drive 
down the West Side Highway and go to the Village.” I knew what he 
was suggesting. My father worked six days a week, from 8:00 A.M. 
until 9:00 P.M., seeing patients. On our wonderful, rare outings, we 
would often travel to the Village, where we might get a sausage 
sandwich, or to O’Henry’s, where we might purchase a hamburger 
and he, a planters punch; or, most wonderfully, have paella at La 
Seville—a marvelous Spanish restaurant on Charles Street, where 
my father was treated as royalty. These were among the best 
moments of my childhood, when Paul and I, the boys, would be 
with our father. Interestingly, my mother would only rarely join us on 
these sojourns. I think she wanted us to love our father on our own 
terms—it was she, doing what she always did best, effectuating 
something, even if it demanded her orchestrated absence. It was, 
in Coltrane’s terms, “a love supreme,” since I know how much she 
missed us, even for those precious few moments.


I thought for a second about my father’s proposition. I could, of 
course, remind him that there was no automobile, that we were in a 
Massachusetts nursing home, and that he was near the end of his 
days—I could tell him that. But I was driving with my father, the car 
was slowly snaking from our Harlem brownstone, down Riverside 
Drive, and we’d soon cross over into Seventy-second Street to 
get to the West Side Highway. We’d brush along the Hudson 
River until Twenty-third Street, and then we’d turn and go down 
Seventh Avenue, which would be full of people hawking wares—
and possibly a street concert would provide us with congas, or 
violins, or a tender drift of Brahms; there might be a small art show 
near St. Mark’s Place, and he’d comment on how much better my 
mother painted; but I could also sense, for the first time, my father’s 
growing impatience with the transgressive jaywalkers—he was 
tight in the shoulders, his breath labored—and so I suggested, with 
great tenderness, “Dad. Let’s swing by Central Park. It’s lovely this 
time of year.”


—from “Driving” (2009)
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TThe last five years have been a veritable Golden Age for lovers of literature 
at Cornell. Thanks to the extraordinary generosity of two anonymous 
alumni, the English department has been able to invite a richly varied 
succession of poets and novelists to campus to read from their work. 
These visitors have ranged from world luminaries like Toni Morrison and 
Salman Rushdie to homegrown rising stars like Junot DÍaz, MFA ’95, 
and Téa Obreht, MFA ’10. Most of these readings were introduced by 
members of the creative writing faculty, though occasionally a scholar or 
even a university president got to take a turn. Below we present a sampling 
of these eloquent introductions, together with a complete list of all the 
readings since the series began in 2007.


molly hite on sandra Cisneros
September 13, 2007
When we polled the graduate students in Creative Writing in our very 
selective Master of Fine Arts program for their absolutely top choice of 


writer to invite to campus, they 
said Sandra Cisneros.
With good reason. Both a 
poet and a fiction writer, and 
someone who often weaves the 
two modes until they fuse—as 
fic-etry, or po-tion—Cisneros 
opens up extraordinary 
possibilities in the woven 
and sometimes nearly fused 
languages English and Spanish. 
She is a literary risk-taker, a 


violator who is also—and best of all—a creator, who makes wonderful 
people out of language and clothes them in atmospheres, neighborhoods, 
dream lives, shifts in emotion and modality, passion, absurdity, and of 
course—a Cisneros trademark—lists. 
Lists can be excruciating. Think of the tolling roll call of grief in the short 
story “Eyes of Zapata.” “Pots, pans, jugs, dishes axed into shards, our 
shawls and blankets torn and trampled. The seed we had left, what we’d 
saved and stored that year, scattered, the birds enjoying it. / Hens, cows, 
pigs, goats, rabbits, all slaughtered. Not even the dogs were spared, strung 
from the trees.” But notice too how the sounds of horror collude, how the 
sentences fall sonorously into lines and stanzas. This is history precisely 
imagined and strung out in lines, the minute details—birds enjoying 
the seeds saved for springtime, the establishing technique for absolute 
verisimilitude, the Brueghel background touch that establishes “about 
suffering she was never wrong, / This contemporary master.”


Lyrae Van Clief-stefanon on Terrance hayes
October 30, 2008
I like to give folks a taste of what gets said about them behind their backs 
when they come to visit. When I mention Terrance Hayes to the general 


populace out here I hear 
most often “oh, gosh, I love 
his work!” often followed by 
“and have you seen him!” 
Like particularly good food 
perversely makes me want to 
go into the kitchen and slap the 
chef, Terrance Hayes’ poems 
make me almost angrily joyous. 
When I last saw Terrance at 
the Callaloo Conference in 


Baltimore, he casually approached the podium, reached into his back 
pocket, and pulled out a sheaf of poems, then took off the top of my head. 


They were about Elizabeth Cotton, a Black American musician who, by 
the way, lived up the road in Syracuse and whose self-taught, left-handed 
style influenced just about any guitarist in America that you can think of 
or name right now, and added the phrase “cotton pickin’” to the American 
lexicon. As I sat in the audience in Baltimore and listened to Terrance read, 
I honestly found myself thinking, “how dare he write a poem that good, he 
must be out of his cotton pickin’ mind.”
Anyone who wants a glimpse of our country at the precipice, its images 
and languages played upside down and left handed, and made more real 
and dazzling, buy and read Muscular Music, and Hip Logic, and Wind in a 
Box. Brand names crowd the poems in Muscular Music, a collection filled 
with an angry humor that stops you and makes you think. “Where are my 
goddamn fries?” the speaker in “What I Am” demands. “Ain’t I American?” 
And in “Buy One, Get One,” the speaker quietly wonders, “how much 
do I deserve?” Rereading Terrance’s work in the context of this historical 
moment, and the week that is to come, I ask myself, “do we deserve this 
beautiful American poet?” He makes us smile, but he does not spare us. 


David skorton on Toni morrison
October 1, 2009
As many of you know, Toni Morrison is an alumna of Cornell, having 
earned a master’s degree in English here. She has returned to campus 
several times for public lectures and interaction with our students, 
especially during her tenure as an A.D. White Professor-at-Large from 
1997 to 2003. On one of her previous visits, Toni Morrison said: 
“literature stanches that wasteful draining away of conscience and memory. 
Literature experiences us as multidimensional persons.” In such comments, 
and especially through the power of her work, Ms. Morrison reminds us 
of the value of the arts and humanities in our increasingly technological 
world. She reminds us that each individual’s conscience and memory have 
something to contribute to our world, and literature can be an activating 
force. Unexpectedly, rather than saying “we experience literature” she 
says, “literature experiences us as multidimensional persons”—claiming for 
literature an active role in bringing out all we have to offer. It could fairly 
be said only of the greatest literature—like the novels of Toni Morrison, 
who has established herself, since the publication of her first novel, The 
Bluest Eye, in 1970, as one of the greatest writers of our time.
Toni Morrison’s compassionate novels illuminate many variations of the 
African-American experience, with power and humanity, humor, and 
poetry. Her vision brings that multifaceted experience before us with 
stunning originality. It’s an honor to have her with us tonight. 


Alice fulton on Billy Collins
March 11, 2010
Well, what can I tell you about Billy Collins that you don’t already know? 
I could say he’s the most beloved and well-known American poet since 


Robert Frost, I could cite his 
many honors—two terms as 
Poet Laureate, Guggenheim 
and NEA fellowships—but that 
kind of thing fails to suggest 
his importance. I could say his 
poems are winsome, reader-
friendly. And that would be 
true. But as Collins writes, 
“poetry is a place … / where 
meaning only one thing at 


a time spells malfunction.” I really want to say that while his poems are 
delightful on a first reading, they’re even better on a second or third. 
Their worldview is ambiguous, sophisticated, subtle. His work has been 
praised for its simplicity; it, supposedly, contains no “dictionary words.” 


The Cornell Reading Series: The first five Years But in addition to delicious riffs on slang and adages, his poems feature 
some wonderfully recherché words—revenant, gastropod, hibernaculum, 
crepuscular, oligarchy, lanyard, aubade. That’s just a short list. His poems 
are rife with literary ghosts—Wallace Stevens, Philip Larkin, Lawrence 
Ferlinghetti—as well as allusions to philosophy, history, and popular 
culture. He’s a great fan of Looney Tunes, and of music from Cole Porter 
to The Byrds. 
No wonder his work is often called “entertaining,” “hilariously funny.” But 
as Lucy said to Ethel, “that’s not funny, that’s tragic.” The adjectives bitter, 
sardonic, dark, frightening, and vengeful also describe the poetry of Billy 
Collins. His devastating irony and wit can dismantle hypocrisy and expose 
cruelty. The epigraph to his poem “Flock” notes that each copy of the 
Gutenberg Bible required the skins of 300 sheep, and the poem wonders 
which sheepskin page will carry the news that the Lord is a shepherd.
In book after book, Billy Collins gives us the great abstractions—time, 
love, mortality—imagined freshly, as news that stays news. That he can 
keep the stakes so high while pleasing hundreds of thousands of readers 
is nothing short of astounding. We’re so lucky to have his poetry as a 
counterweight to pomposity and despair. He is nothing less than a national 
treasure, and I’m thrilled that he’s here to help us think and feel and laugh 
tonight. 


J. Robert Lennon on margaret Atwood
March 29, 2011
When I was a sophomore in college, and first flirting with the notion of 
becoming a writer, Atwood was one of the writers I discovered on one of 


my many late-night, study-avoiding library recon 
missions. I started with The Handmaid’s Tale, 
which many of you are likely to have read. The 
book, a harrowing dystopian metafiction about 
a concubine living in a phallocentric theocratic 
dictatorship of the near future, explored gender, 
race, and American-style nativist ideology, 
employing Nabokovian textual layers and a 
cracking good story line. Its emotional honesty, 
black humor, and disrespect for the boundaries of 
genre would prove mainstays of Atwood’s entire 
oeuvre, which I devoured over the next couple of 
years with growing amazement and delight—the 
wry early novels of feminist self-actualization, 
the comedic élan of The Robber Bride and Lady 


Oracle, the big, thick books of historical depth and narrative breadth, like 
Alias Grace and The Blind Assassin. And there have been short stories—
good ones, really good ones, such as in my favorite Atwood collection, 
Wilderness Tips, and fables, and poems. There have been essay collections 
illustrated by the author, and an anthology of Canadian literature, Survival, 
which she has spent years carefully curating.
And then there’s the ongoing MaddAddam Trilogy. In a career already lousy 
with masterpieces, these new novels seem to me an extraordinary high-
water mark. So far we have seen two, Oryx and Crake and The Year of the 
Flood, which posit a drugged, corporatized, engineered near future where 
genetic experimentation has resulted in massive environmental catastrophe. 
In their commingling of myth, folklore, politics, gender, sexuality, and 
wilderness survival, they stand as works that epitomize the woman—one 
feels that Atwood has managed to find a way, at last, to give form to all her 
personal obsessions at once, without clutter or confusion or excess. That 
they are science-fiction novels is beside the point. All of Atwood has always 
been science fiction, or speculative fiction, anyhow; her fictional worlds 
have always been fantastic versions of this one. The only difference has 
been degree.


An Exciting Look Ahead!
We’ve saved the best news for last. Our previously anonymous donors are 
providing an endowment that will fund the Barbara and David Zalaznick 
Reading Series in perpetuity. Now we can look forward to decades of great 
readings at Cornell, and our gratitude to these special donors is boundless. 
We look forward to formally announcing and celebrating this very 
generous gift in the spring.


Cornell Department of English Creative 
writing program Reading series


spring 2007
Elizabeth Alexander 
Junot Diaz  
Yvette Christiansë  
George Saunders 
David Barber  
Sandra Gilbert  
Emily Rosko  
Alice Friman  
Heather McHugh


2007–2008
Willie Perdomo  
Sandra Cisneros  
Gabrielle Calvocoressi 
Salman Rushdie 
William Kennedy 
Lee Smith and Hal Crowther  
Denis Johnson, Mark Doty, and Paul Lisicky 
Sarah Mkhonza  
Ernesto Quiñonez, Lyrae Van Clief-Stefanon, and J. Robert Lennon 
Alison Bechdel  
Eavan Boland


2008–2009
Irakli Kakabadze 
Shauna Seliy 
Patrick Somerville 
Charles Simic 
Terrance Hayes 
Brenda Hillman 
Melissa Bank, Junot Díaz, and Julie Schumacher 
Emily Rosko, Helen Schulman, and Lisa Steinman 
Ken McClane, Jonathan Monroe, J. Robert Lennon, and Lyrae Van Clief-
Stefanon 
Stewart O’Nan, Crystal Williams, and A. Manette Ansay


2009–2010
Susan Choi, David Friedman, and Charity Ketz 
Cornell Writers on Cornell Writers 
Sharon Bryan and Gina Franco 
Toni Morrison 
Michael Koch, Manuel Muñoz, and Lydia Peelle 
H.G. Carrillo, J. Robert Lennon, and Lyrae Van Clief-Stefanon 
Sana Krasikov, Rattawut Lapcharoensap, and Angela Shaw 
Alice Fulton and Ken McClane 
Martha Collins 
Philipp Meyer 
Natasha Tretheway 
Jill Bialosky 
Billy Collins 
Paul Muldoon 
Téa Obreht


2010–2011
Julia Alvarez 
Bonnie McEneaney 
Gabriel Packard 
Lydia Davis 
Carl Phillips 
Michael Silverblatt 
John Murillo 
Stewart O’Nan 
Nicholson Baker 
Peter Balakian 
Margaret Atwood 
Joseph Klein, Alice Fulton, and MFA Poets 
Laura Furman
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A
Kathryn served as president of the English Club and 
graduated with honors. She will be teaching 4th grade in 
Mississippi through Teach for America.


As the end of the year approached, the English Club Executive Board 
began brainstorming ideas for our biannual panel discussion. At first 
we planned on organizing around a much-discussed topic, “what to 
do with an English major,” but as we looked at the club members, 
we realized that our audience had become much more academically 
diverse than it had been in previous years. The club comprises students 
who come from backgrounds in creative writing, chemistry, sociology, 
history, and more. The biggest question the E-Board faced was not, 
what do we do with an English major, but what can we do in the field 
of English? And the topic was born. 
The panelists represented a few different fields. Professors J. Robert 
Lennon and John Murillo provided insight into the lifestyle of young 
academics and successful creative writers. Katherine Reagan, curator 
of Rare Books and Manuscripts, gave an intriguing presentation 
on the more aesthetic aspect of literature—the physical books 
themselves—and inspired any burgeoning rappers in the audience 
with a glimpse of Kroch Library’s hip hop collection. Finally, Gary 
Weissbrot discussed his business, the local Ithacan bookstore called 
Buffalo Street Books (formerly The Bookery). Weissbrot emphasized 
the necessity of community networking in both running the literary 
haven and maintaining an eclectic mix of contemporary novels. The 
panelists represented various fields in English that at once contrasted 
and complemented one another. Though the foundations of the fields 
are the same, the lifestyles, backgrounds, and complex interests are 
not. Perhaps the only downward note of the panel was the explicit 
confession of each panelist: this field is hard. Getting here was a 
grueling journey. And yet, no panelist had any regret, and each similarly 
acknowledged that they truly loved what they did. 
Tracing back to the E-Board’s decision on this panel topic, I realize 
that the rationale behind the Careers in English panel closely resembles 
my own rationale for majoring in English. At the very base of it 
is the fact that I love reading and I love writing. Graduating from 
high school, I was convinced that literature was the only subject in 
which I could passionately invest myself. As I proceeded through my 
education, however, my English classes broadened my interests in a 
number of different areas. At the culmination of those four years, I 
walk away having been prepared for essentially any job that requires 
strong writing, comprehension, and analytical skills, whether it revolves 
around magazines, legal cases, literature, speeches, or research.
In the end, the Careers in English panel presented a lovely denouement 
to my own Cornell English major experience. It reminded me of the 
vast number of possibilities that come with a degree in English, and the 
sheer satisfaction that comes with pursuing what you love. 


Careers in English
by Kathryn Ling, AB ’11


A


DDonald Eddy, emeritus professor of English and 
former curator of Rare Books at the Cornell Library, 
died on November 30, 2009. Don came to Cornell 
in 1961 after earning his PhD from the University 
of Chicago. A specialist in 18th-century English 
literature, he was a passionate bibliophile who, for 
many years, taught a course on the History of the 
Book. Students and colleagues who only knew his 
bookish side may be surprised to learn that Don was 
also an ardent outdoorsman. For 25 years he and his 
wife Edie co-chaired the annual 10-day canoe outing 
held at Paul Smith’s College in the Adirondack Park.


A memorial service was held for Don on January 16, 2010 at St. John’s 
Episcopal Church, of which he was a long-time member, and where he sang 
bass in the choir. The program for the service contained many touching 
remembrances from Don’s friends and colleagues, addressed to his daughters 
Evelyn and Elizabeth. Here are some excerpts.
Laura Larson: “Your father was always a little larger than life to me. So much 
more the character of what one thought an English professor might be…but 
right from the start, even though he intimidated the hell out of me, I thought 
of him as a soul-mate of sorts. He was the first adult I knew that loved books 
as much as I did. I envied you that house full of wonderful old books, layered 
on the shelves, crammed in every nook and cranny! In my fantasies I always 
thought someday I’d live in a house like that…the books your father so 
generously gave me (and for which I did nothing to earn!) are on my mantle 
along with a few other treasures I keep there. Honestly, I have thought…of 
your father every time I look at some old and fabulously traveled book.”
Kimberly Bryant-Smith: “[Don Eddy] was a librarian-scholar who loved the 
Adirondacks as much as he loved 18th-century literature; generous with book 
recommendations and dinner invitations, he took more joy in hospitality 
than anyone else I’ve ever known. There’s a whole shelf of books in my office 
that he convinced me to get! I will miss him and remember him always.”
Robert DeMaria: “Whenever I saw Don, almost from the first time we met, it 
was like seeing an old friend. He welcomed me warmly into the Johnsonians 
when I was a newcomer, and I was always happy to see him. I also consulted 
with him on many occasions, over a 25-year period, and I considered him the 
most knowledgeable and reliable bibliographer of his generation. For me, in 
the best senses of those words, Don was a gentleman and a scholar.”
David Vander Meulen: “Over the Christmas break I spent a bittersweet but 
satisfying time going through my correspondence with your father over 
the years. I figure we must have known each other since about the mid 
1980s…I’ve made steady progress on the huge pallet of books that arrived 
in November. I remember well the beginning of this deluge. During drinks 
before the Johnsonian dinner at the Grolier Club in 1995, Don asked me 
whether I would like his Pope books. That took me by surprise, and I politely 
responded that I probably had most of what he was offering. Silly me. “Do 
you have Abbott’s 19th century concordance of Pope?” he asked. “Yes, I do,” 
I replied with gentle dignity, not wanting to disappoint him. “How about the 
bound proof sheets?” he countered, as my humility suddenly grew. “Do you 
have the Roxburghe Club edition of Essay on Man?” “Well, no.” And so it 
went. When I stayed on Renwick Drive for a few nights the following spring, 
I was able to get a good sense of the role that books played in the house and 
in his life….
On numerous occasions I’ve used his beneficence to illustrate the traits of a 
true book lover. He could have sold the books, which because of their gener-
ally excellent condition would have commanded a ready audience, but he 
preferred to have them go where they would be appreciated and used mean-
ingfully. The arrangement over the years has been that I would keep what I 
could make use of myself and over time pass the other ones on to students 
or colleagues who would be similarly receptive. Though the supply has now 
gotten considerably ahead of distribution, that has worked, and his gifts have 
made their way as far as Beijing and western Australia.”


A


Donald D. Eddy,  
1929–2009: A Lover and 
Giver of Books


And not a novelist, poet, editor or publisher. I am by trade a lawyer 
and a law professor, and I get rather tired of Garrison Keillor’s self-
deprecation of English majors, as if we are all hopeless weenies who 
can’t earn a living.
Even if one accepts the notion of undergraduate education as trade 
school, I can think of no major that is more useful vocationally, 
for a lawyer at least, than English. Much as I love and admire the 
superstars who taught me, among them Vladimir Nabokov and 
Mike Abrams, I learned an awful lot about how to write a sentence 
and a paragraph in Steve Parrish’s freshman English class, English 
111, elegantly titled Introduction to Reading and Writing.
Reading and writing is exactly what most lawyers do. We read 
cases, books, and law review articles so that we can write briefs and 
opinion letters, and we both read and write legal documents such 
as wills and contracts. (Trials, which are primarily oral, make up a 
very small, and diminishing part of the practice of law, compared 
with motion practice, which is primarily written. Almost every 
judge and appellate lawyer agrees that a written appellate brief 
is ten times as important as an oral argument.) I’ve done pretty 
well in my career because I write very well and read carefully. 
But many lawyers don’t. Too many majored in stuff like finance 
or communication, which I believe don’t emphasize papers and 
discussion the way a good liberal arts course (economics or English, 
for example) does.


Of course, it doesn’t have to be English that a pre-law or a pre-med 
or a future diplomat or someone else who works with his or her 
head should study; but English has the advantage of professors who 
focus on words. I minored in creative writing, but learned that I 
was a lousy writer of fiction and a worse poet. I didn’t start out as a 
good writer of essays, but over four years I learned a lot about good 
writing from the fact that I wrote poorly. Eventually, I got better, 
and I’ve made my living ever since out of writing, whether as a brief 
writer, a contract draftsman, a treatise writer, or a writer of law 
review articles, some heavily footnoted, others irreverent.
But that’s not the point. Universities aren’t trade schools. While 
majoring in English gave me writing skills, more importantly, it 
opened me to reading serious stuff for fun. Of course, I also read 
well-written mysteries, but I’ve read each of Jane Austen’s novels 
10 or 20 times, and I picked up and reread the 17 cantos of Lord 
Byron’s Don Juan a couple of years ago, about 50 years after I first 
read it for Professor Abrams. Tom Pynchon was famous among 
the literati at Cornell when I was there, already recognized as a 
first-rate writer. He writes long novels with very complex plots, but 
let me tell you, Against the Day, his 1085-page novel from 2006, 
is immense fun, despite dozens of important characters and plot 
turns. It’s well worth reading, as is another book that scares readers 
off, Nabokov’s Pale Fire. The book’s 999-line poem has hundreds 
of pages of endnotes in which the novel (a romance, a psychotic 
dream, or the truth, who can tell?) evolves.
It’s not that I read a lot of highbrow stuff. It’s that I read. Some of 
it is Scott Fitzgerald’s early writing, some of it is Ngaio Marsh, and 
some of it is Flashman. (And if you don’t know Flashie, you should 
check him out.) I took only the one required science course when I 
was at Cornell, but somehow, majoring in English also lead me to 
read popular books on physics and cosmology and to read several 
science magazines aimed at the unwashed, but not dumbed down.
Surely this is the reason for studying the liberal arts (in which I 
include the hard sciences). It is to open us up—for the rest of our 
lives—to whatever is out there. There is a mural in Willard Straight 
under which is Terence’s statement, “Humani nihil alienum 
puto”—“I think that nothing of humankind is alien to me.” 
That’s why we speak of the humanities. Everything that makes us 
human is relevant, and majoring in English is one path, one way of 
realizing that we never run out of things to find out about—fact, 
fiction, or somewhere in between. 


We’d like to know how your Cornell English major 
has helped you in your career. Please email your 
reflections to english_dept@cornell.edu.


English Major, But Not English Teacher
by Peter Linzer ’60
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Andrew Galloway has edited The 
Cambridge Companion to Medieval 
English Culture, which offers an 
introduction to the range of cultures in 
medieval England, spanning the 11th 
through 15th centuries from the time 
of King William I through the reign of 
Henry VII. Essays by a variety of experts 
address political and legal history, 
archaeology, social history, art history, 
religion, history of education, 
and especially the literature of 
medieval England. Galloway 
writes in his introduction, “the 
fields presented here may offer a 
rather unusual fit with standard 
courses and disciplines, but the 
pressures on modern frameworks 


are intended.” He concludes, “every chapter and field in this volume 
is meant to help in the situating of something else. The volume seeks 
to present as ‘companions’ a wide array of fields for whatever research 
and teaching scholars and students take up in the period.” The volume 
includes two essays that examine the ways in which the Middle Ages 
has extended its cultural impact into the present. The book was 
published through Cambridge University Press (2011) as part of 


their Cambridge Companion to 
Culture series.
Masha Raskolnikov’s first 
book, Body Against Soul: Gender and 
‘Sowlehele’ in Middle English Allegory, 
published by The Ohio State University 
Press (2009), examines 13th- and 
14th-century allegories, including Piers 
Plowman, in which body and soul are 
personified and pitted against each 
other in debate. Raskolnikov uses the 
body/soul portrayals, as she writes in 
her introduction, “in order to query 
how the self was being gendered, 
divided, and dramatized, to what 
ends and with what implications.” 
Philosopher and theorist Judith Butler 
says of the book: “Raskolnikov deftly 


shows how gender is staged in the context of allegorical debates on death and 
life. Raskolnikov’s brilliance is to show how voices are split and allocated to 
various figures, often personified as male 
and female, and how these talking figures 
debate not only the place and meaning of 
the body, but questions of moral harm and 
the possibility of true knowledge.” Body 
Against Soul is part of the Interventions: 
New Studies in Medieval Culture series.
Carole Boyce Davies is the editor of the 
recently published Claudia Jones: Beyond 
Containment (Ayebia Clarke Publishing, 
2011). The book brings together for the 
first time the essays, speeches, poetry, and 
autobiographical writings of Claudia Jones, 


a radical activist, feminist, and human rights advocate whose work impacted 
the international struggle against racism and the oppression of woman and 
laborers in the 1950s and early 1960s. Jones was editor of the West Indian 
Gazette, the first black newspaper in England and is known as the founder 
of London’s Notting Hill Carnival, an annual celebration of Afro-Caribbean 
culture and the largest street festival in Europe. University of Southern 
California professor Robin D.G. Kelley writes of the collection: “Davies not 
only underscores why Jones stands among the world’s most important radical 
theorists and organizers of the 20th century, but she reveals the Trinidadian-
born, transnational intellectual as artist and visionary.”


Satya Mohanty has edited Colonialism, 
Modernity, and Literature: A View From 
India (Palgrave MacMillan, 2011) as part 
of the Future of Minority Studies series. In 
the introduction to the volume, Mohanty 
writes, “focusing on literary, and primarily 
comparative, analyses, this volume presents 
one distinct and complex view from the 
Indian context, but it is a view with wider 
implications.” The essays use the 19th-century 
novel by Fakir Mohan Senapati, Six Acres and 
a Third, as a representative work. University of 
California, Berkeley professor Vashuda Dalmia 
writes: “this wonderfully stimulating collection 
of essays brings out the multiple facets of 
the novel with almost equal freedom by 
juxtaposing and comparing it to novels across 
time, regions, as well as cultures. Surely a first 


in postcolonial studies!” The book includes an essay by Cornell professor 
Paul Sawyer, “Views from Above and Below: George Eliot and Fakir Mohan 
Senapati.”
J. Robert Lennon recently released a new 
ebook, The Great Zombini (2011). The 21 
stories in this illustrated collection were 
inspired by images created by artist Lou 
Beach, using found photographs, pictures 
of animals, and Photoshop. A few of the 
stories, which have been described by the 
publisher, Red Willow Digital Press, as 
“cautionary tales for adults,” previously 
appeared in Paris Review, and BOMB. 
In spring 2011, Lennon also published 
stories in Weird Tales, The Brooklyn Rail, 
and Michigan Alumnus.


Faculty Publications


E


Focus on a Course: 
shakespeare and the 
20th Century
by Stuart Davis


Stuart Davis has been a senior lecturer in the Department of 
English since 1984.


English 2080 opened its 14th season this spring with a modest title 
change—now Shakespeare and the 20th and 21st Centuries—and ended 
with the Ithaca premiere of an all-but-undistributed filmed version of 
The Tempest. Cornell Cinema and the Department of English partnered 
in screening Julie Taymor’s film for students and the public, inspiring 
reflection on the last play solely authored by Shakespeare and the latest 
picture by this world-class director. In Taymor’s opulently envisioned 
version, Prospero becomes Prospera (Helen Mirren), exiled Duchess of 
Milan and Miranda’s mother, a change which triggers realignments in the 
traditional text while delivering, in the end, a remarkably conservative 
vision of the play. Such changes typify some (far from all) of what English 
2080 tries to capture: the large differences and surprising continuities 
between the early modern texts and their recent reception around the 
world—in theatre and film, in scholarship and theory, and in public life 
and the literary imagination.
Shakespeare and the 20th began in 1997, the product of a sense that 
there were things we hadn’t yet done with Shakespeare and of comparatist 
Walter Cohen’s willingness to cross national boundaries and high and 
popular cultures in a 200(0)-level lecture course. (Barbara Correll of the 
English department taught it next, and I reaped the fruits of their practice.) 
Another factor was the éclat of the 1990s Shakespeare film boom; another 
was the flowering of new critical approaches friendlier to innovation and 
subversion than their predecessors. Why not (it was asked) combine close 
reading of five or six plays with study of adaptations, spin-offs, critical 
reception, and the cultural politics of the Shakespeare industry—and the 
fun of discovering new Shakespeares? 
Over time, Shakespeare and the 20th has renewed its content often. It has 
paired King Lear with Balzac’s Père Goriot or with Jane Smiley’s A Thousand 
Acres and Akira Kurosawa’s film Ran (once with Wendy Wasserstein’s play 
Third); played Romeo and Juliet against West Side Story and Luhrmann’s 
Romeo + Juliet; looked at the uses of Macbeth by Barbara Garson (MacBird, 
her takeoff on the Kennedy assassination) and Tom Stoppard (Cahoot’s 
Macbeth, aimed at the cultural life of communist Czechoslovakia); tested 
modern Hamlets (Kozintsev’s, Branagh’s, Almereyda’s) against traditional 
Hamlet criticism and against Margreta de Grazia’s revisionist Hamlet 
Without Hamlet; brought on The Merchant of Venice with a strong Schwartz 
Center production and with Trevor Nunn’s film of 2000; followed Othello 
through India, the Caribbean, and South Africa; explored festive comedy 
with Midsummer Night’s Dream and As You Like It; followed The Taming 
of the Shrew to Broadway with Kiss Me, Kate; and read Richard III against 
Brecht’s Arturo Ui and Richard Loncraine’s 1995 film, both diagnostics 
of fascism. It has also tracked Shakespeare in parody and popular allusion 
and put hard questions to what has been called “the Shakespeare myth”—
in America, an unstable compound of democratic idealism and elitist 
anxiety, whose dark side emerges in onetime Cornell professor J.Q. 
Adams’ “Shakespeare and American Culture” (1932). It has also assessed 
the biographical inventions of Shakespeare in Love and the art-historical 
recreations of Peter Greenaway’s Prospero’s Books. 
Which brings us back to The Tempest, that bookend of Shakespearean 
authority (for those who see it as the playwright’s farewell to the stage) 
and workshop of imperialist poetics (as Eric Cheyfitz’s 1991 book shows 
it to be). Those who ponder the play’s handling of its historical sources—
Montaigne’s “Of Cannibals” and the exploration literature known to 
Shakespeare—find in it authorization for colonizing the new worlds 
and subduing the natives, at least if their names sound like anagrams of 
“cannibal.” And those who follow the play’s afterlife must cope with its 


powerful prescience both of a colonial global future for Europe and of the 
end of that era. It is hard for moderns to handle The Tempest’s idealization 
of patriarchal Prospero’s lordship over his “savage and deformed slave” 
Caliban, justified in the text by that rebellious “demi-devil’s” lack of a 
proper culture and his attempted rape of Miranda. When Caliban resolves 
to “be wise hereafter / And seek for grace” and Prospero returns home to 
his dukedom, there’s uneasy relief. But as the Martinican Aimé Césaire’s 
A Tempest (1969) shows, it’s not that simple; in his version, Prospero, a 
cynical bully, decides not to go home but to stay locked in a master-slave 
struggle with his former chattel. History is that hard to undo.
What does Taymor’s 2010 film make of The Tempest’s problems and 
opportunities? As students were quick to notice, the film is intelligently, 
visually glorious—nearly as much so as Taymor’s 1999 Titus. Take after 
take (shot mostly in Hawaii) works the camera’s rough magic on details 
of text and tradition. Her project, Taymor says, allowed her “to combine 
the literal reality of location…with conjured visual effects that subvert 
the ‘natural’ and toy with it,” a remark worth pondering, for to stage 
nature storming and throbbing under Prospera’s art accomplishes one 
aim of good Shakespeare reading: to make the “natural” confess its artful, 
cultural constitution. The storm at sea, the mock banquet with which Ariel 
torments the Italian visitors, the lava dogs that chase Caliban and Stephano 
and Trinculo—all stand out against the film’s raw volcanic landscape, and 
so do the human forms (Felicity Jones’ Miranda is a pre-Raphaelite angel; 
Russell Brand’s Trinculo almost a Rubens satyr). Then, many students 
agreed that Helen Mirren managed Prospero’s sex-change masterfully, 
pun intended. She is stern and tender, confrontational and forgiving, 
smoothing Prospero’s patriarchal edge without loss of authority, which is 
now more clearly rooted in the alchemy she practices. (Does the change 
subvert patriarchy, some students wondered, or refine it?) And she enjoys a 
superb relationship with the androgynous Ariel (Ben Whishaw)—who was 
shot in green-screen and made fluently present in water, sky, storm, and 
night.
Prospera’s relations with Caliban (Djimon Hounsou) may be another story. 
He too is a work of art—laboriously made up for four hours a day (says 
the screenplay), patched of black and white skin with Shakespearean curses 
written on it, a “mooncalf ” and a “strange fish” (as the play text calls him), 
discernibly African. He has good scenes with Stefano and Trinculo and 
some very strange ones with Prospera and Miranda. It may be that the lines 
of force easing Prospera’s relations with Ariel stiffen her will to power over 
Caliban. Some course members questioned his extreme deformities and 
abjections, objecting to the racialization of the character and his clownish 
posturing. They were unmollified by nervous excerpts from the screenplay’s 
introductions praising this Caliban as “both beautiful and grotesque…, 
[himself ] the island; nature personified.” Here, denaturalization may have 
failed, and the scariest European fantasies of the African been realized. 
“This thing of darkness” Prospera, like Prospero, acknowledges as “mine,” 
but who is speaking here? The artist-duchess, the playwright-filmmaker, or 
the culture? A long final silent stare between Prospera and Caliban (who 
does not “seek for grace”) leaves that pointed question open—like many 
others defined, but not answered simply, by the course this year. 
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A Banner Year  
for Robert Morgan
It’s hard to remember when 
any Cornell writer has had as 
spectacular a season as Bob 
Morgan did in the fall of 2011. 
Within the space of three weeks 
he published a book of poems 
called Terroir in the prestigious 
Penguin Poets series and an epic 
work of American history, Lions 
of the West: Heroes and Villains 
of the Westward Expansion. 
Neither productivity nor 
versatility is new for Bob. He 
began his career as a poet, and 
has by now published 14 books 
of poetry. Eventually he opened 
up a second front as a fiction 
writer, authoring three short 
story collections and five novels, 
including the highly acclaimed 
Gap Creek. In 2008 he claimed 
yet another realm with the 


publication of Boone: A Biography, his gripping account of 
the life of the great American frontiersman Daniel Boone. 
Now, with Lions of the West he has enlarged his scope to 
take in a panoramic view of 10 figures central to the history 
of U.S. expansion: Thomas Jefferson, Andrew Jackson, 
John Chapman (also known as Johnny Appleseed), David 
Crockett, Sam Houston, James K. Polk, Winfield Scott, 
Kit Carson, Nicholas Trist, and John Quincy Adams. The 
portraits he draws of these very different personalities and 
the diverse roles they played are unfailingly vivid, but what 
allies this book with all of Bob’s work in verse and prose is 


its attention to geography, especially the allure of wild or lightly settled places. 
The book is full of detailed maps that give a fine-grained 
picture of the changing territorial contours that define much 
of American history in the 19th century.
Place is also a running concern in Terroir, as suggested by 
its title, a French word that names the special character that 
climate and soil bestow upon local wines and other products. 
These short, loosely metrical and lightly rhymed poems 
offer precisely etched descriptions of wildflowers, ferns, and 
insects along with everyday human pleasures like squirt 
guns and milkshakes. Every phenomenon that catches Bob’s 
eye, however small, proves under his steady gaze to open onto the infinite, 
provoking both wonder and fear; as he notes, “terroir” is very close to “terror.” 


O
Terroir
That quality that seems unique, 
as thriving from a special spot 
of soil, air flow and light specific, 
and also frost and winter sleep, 
conditions of particular year, 
as every instance comes just once 
with mix of mineral and grease, 
what Hopkins chose to call inscape, 
or individuation, sounds 
so close to terror you’d confuse 
the two, as if the finest and  
the rarest blend would come with just 
a hint of fear or pain, the sting 
and shiver of revulsion with 
the savor of the earth and sun,  
of this once, not returning, sung 
for this one ear, on this one tongue.


On April 9, 2010, English department students and faculty gathered at the 
A. D. White House to toast Reeve Parker on the occasion of his retirement. 
Reeve joined the department in 1967 as a specialist in Romantic literature, 
a field in which Cornell had long enjoyed preeminence. From the start he 
was held in high esteem by his colleagues, as evidenced in a letter to the 
local draft board from his chair at the time, David Novarr, which Jonathan 
Culler, Class of 1916 Professor of English and Comparative Literature, 
quoted at the retirement party: 


 It would be virtually impossible to find an adequate replacement for 
Professor Parker. Young men of his ability, promise, and experience are 
becoming more and more difficult to find. There is no doubt in my 
mind that if we lose men like Professor Parker, we would have to settle 
for inferior substitutes, and as a result, Cornell would be unable to offer 
the kind of education which our students have a right to expect from a 
first rate university.


To this Jonathan added: 
Fortunately, Cornell did not have to accept inferior substitutes. We have 
had the thing itself for 43 years.


As a teacher, scholar, mentor, and administrator (he served as department 
chair from 1978 to 1984), Reeve helped guide the department through a 
period that saw an influx of new theoretical approaches and fields of study. 
At the party, Tim Murray, director of the Society for the Humanities, 
reflected on Reeve’s contributions:


To me, Reeve Parker stands as the beacon of the new generation’s 
English department. His leadership as chair and mentor of the 
department instilled into our practice the verve of intellectual risk; the 
urgency of expanding the diversity of our faculty, graduate students, and 
curricula; and the bedrock importance of writing, creative and prosaic, 
to our endeavors. His hires from 1978 through 1984 brought theory 
and feminism into the heart of English studies, locally, nationally, and 
internationally, just as his sage hires infused lively energy into creative 
writing and the teaching of prose.


Reeve’s inveterate love of wordplay also came in for comment, in the form 
of a limerick by his one-time colleague Neil Hertz:


A serial punster named Reeve 
Started early—it’s hard to believe! 
He emerged at his birth 
Shouting “What are Words worth?” 
And “Who said I have to bereave?”


Retired though he may be, Reeve clearly has no intention of fading into 
the woodwork. Last April he published Romantic Tragedies: The Dark 
Employments of Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Shelley (see sidebar). And 
he continues to work with graduate students, several of whom offered 


their own eloquent tributes to their teacher at the party. Giffen Maupin 
identified one of Reeve’s key pedagogical principles:  


Any actor playing Reeve Parker in a movie would have to know 
how to revel in serendipity. How to be a teacher and a scholar who 
delights in unexpected connections and happy accidents, and who 
quietly encourages his students to do the same. I arrived at one of my 
first meetings with Reeve seeking advice about course selections or 
reading lists. I don’t remember the topic of our conversation, but I do 
remember the feeling of wanting him to give me a road map, a plan. 
Instead, Reeve looked at me with a twinkle in his eye and said, “why 
not let yourself be guided by serendipity?” I can’t hope to articulate how 
important those words have been to me, so for now, just this: thank 
you, Reeve, for teaching me to read and write with serendipity by my 
side.


And John Robbins spoke for generations of students who have benefited 
from Reeve’s unstinting attention and care:


Reeve’s famous pointedness and precision of language is remarkable. 
Only in a class with Reeve Parker will you be asked, “what is the word 
was doing here? Is Blake rushing in this passage? Can you say more 
about the word behold?” This careful attention translates onto those 
around him; you know that Reeve respects and takes seriously your 
ideas, and you get the sense when he’s talking with you that there’s 
nowhere else he’d rather be.


Celebrating Reeve parker


Reeve parker, Romantic Tragedies: 
The Dark Employments of 
Wordsworth, Coleridge and Shelley 
(Cambridge, 2010)
Most of us associate the Romantic era with dramatic events 
in politics and the history of ideas, but not with literary drama, 
which has long been overshadowed by the period’s great 
achievements in poetry. In fact, each of the six great British 
Romantic poets wrote plays. Reeve Parker’s retirement from 
Cornell coincided with the appearance of his long-awaited 
book on Romantic theater, focusing on three neglected 
masterpieces. 


The Borderers, Wordsworth’s tale of melodramatic betrayal on 
the Scottish border, was written in the shadow of his visit to 
Paris in the 1790s when he witnessed the tragedy of the later 
French Revolution unfolding on the stage of history—as well 
as performances of two sensational French adaptations of 
Othello and Macbeth, which, Reeve argues, find their echoes 
in the young poet’s dramaturgy of evil. 


Coleridge’s Remorse, which was successfully staged at Drury 
Lane, is pervaded by “dreams, fancies, wishes, reveries, 
promptings, forebodings, and—especially—hauntings” that 
Reeve traces back to the turbulent events in Coleridge’s life 
at a time when he was locked in a tense, erotic triangle with 
Wordsworth and Sara Hutchinson. 


The Cenci, the Renaissance tragedy Shelley based on the 
true story of Beatrice Cenci’s murder of her incestuous father, 
reflects Shelley’s own “embittered and satirical sense of 
Regency England’s political, religious, and literary culture.” 


In his readings, Reeve focuses on key textual features that 
have not been noted before: the pervasive imagery of water 
(as flooding, as drowning) in The Borderers; the obsessive 
trope of listening in Remorse; and the terror wrought by eyes 
and looks in The Cenci. In this way, he brings these works 
alive for the modern reader, not just for their biographical 
interest, but also for their originality and power as dramatic 
works.


The English department welcomed 
Margo Crawford as an associate 
professor in the fall of 2009. Margo is 
a 20th-century Americanist focusing 
on African American literature and 
intersections of race, gender, and 
sexuality. Her research and teaching 
interests range from race and American 
modernism to 21st-century African 
American literature. She is the author 
of Dilution Anxiety and the Black 
Phallus (2008), a study of the body 
politics of lighter- and darker-skinned 
blackness, and is the coeditor, with 


Lisa Gail Collins, of New Thoughts on the Black Arts Movement (2006). 
Margo is a key figure in the recent wave of scholarship on the Black 
Arts Movement of the 1960s and early 1970s. She is now completing 
a book connecting word and image interplays in the Black Arts 
Movement and the 21st century.
At Cornell, Margo has organized an ongoing Comparative Ethnic 
Studies lecture series. This year, she begins a term as faculty advisor for 
the Mellon Mays Undergraduate Fellowship Program. In spring 2012 


she will serve as director of 
undergraduate studies in 
English.
Joanie Mackowski joined 
the English department 
as an advanced assistant 
professor in the fall of 2010. 
Joanie is the author of 
two books of poems, View 
from a Temporary Window 
(University of Pittsburgh 
Press 2010) and The Zoo 
(University of Pittsburgh 
Press 2002), which was 


awarded the Associated Writing Programs’ Award Series in Poetry 
and the Kate Tufts Discovery Award. Her other awards include a 
Wallace Stegner Fellowship, a Rona Jaffe Foundation Grant, and the 
Emily Dickinson Prize from the Poetry Society of America. Her third 
collection of poems, currently underway, explores lyric poetry from an 
ecocritical vantage point. Before coming to Cornell she taught for six 
years at the University of Cincinnati.  


Joanie Mackowski read her poem “Prayer” at the 2011 English 
Commencement ceremony.


prayer
That the hole in my skull never quite grows over 
with mosses or brick.  That no lover 
on a ladder can patch it, no permissive meadow 
can fold its field over.  For there’s too much to know. 
There’s too much to want never to contain. 
That the backbone beanstalk shoots up through the tiny 
roof that I stand for, that I’m never too cluttered 
with mud to reflect: for the tongue grows tired 
of holding up the sky.  That the flood never fails, 
each puddle an ocean, each rise a falls, 
each salt breath coaxing new oxygen 
from the deep’s own lungs.  That the skull bones join 
together as clouds, first easing out the storm 
then breaking apart.
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Letter from the Chair


Whether he was looking at the Jersey Shore, the Ithaca Farmers’ Market, 
or his own backyard, the late Archie Ammons’s eye was always attuned to 
what he called “the event of change,” minute fluctuations within a seemingly 
stable environment. Even so staid an organism as the Department of English 
revealed itself under his gaze to be undergoing constant metamorphosis. 
As much as we like to see the Cornell English department as a rock of 
institutional and intellectual constancy, it’s more like a slow-moving river 
whose course changes gradually with time.
Some changes occur more rapidly than others. Undergraduates, to our 
sorrow, come and go in four years; graduate students cycle through in 
slightly longer intervals. This newsletter is one of the ways we try to keep 
all of you connected to the department you once called home. We don’t 
want the channel of communication to flow in just one direction, of course. 
Elsewhere in this issue there’s a call for reflections on how studying English 
at Cornell has helped you in whatever walk of life you’ve chosen. But all of 
us are eager to hear from our old students individually as well.
When I first joined the Cornell English department in 1987, I had 
colleagues who had taught my parents in the 1950s. Now, almost 25 years 
later, more than half my present colleagues weren’t even here when I arrived. 


Turnover happens more slowly among faculty than students, but it happens. 
In this newsletter we mark the recent retirement of Reeve Parker. At the end 
of this year, two of our stalwart creative writing teachers, Ken McClane (see 
our cover story) and Maureen McCoy, will retire. In December we’ll also be 
saying a fond farewell to our longtime undergraduate coordinator Darlene 
Flint. 
If there’s an undeniable sadness in seeing old friends retire and move on to 
new chapters of their lives, there’s a corresponding joy in welcoming new 
faculty and staff to the department. This newsletter contains brief profiles 
of two recently arrived colleagues, Margo Crawford and Joanie Mackowski; 
in future issues you can expect to read about many others. This fall we also 
welcome Maude Rith, who takes over as undergraduate coordinator. Two 
other recent additions to the office staff are Keith Daniels, who replaced 
the late Robin Doxtater as accounts coordinator, and Karen Kudej, who is 
serving in the newly created position of events coordinator.
For all the comings and goings that keep the English department in constant 
motion, those of us who spend a significant 
part of our professional lives here are grateful 
that the flow is slow, that we have time to 
grow attached to our students and colleagues. 
None will be here forever, but all of them add 
to the intellectual and creative culture that 
remains at the heart of our shared enterprise.
Roger Gilbert 
Professor and Chair 
Department of English


… departments grow haired and blackhaired 
and shade away into white and dome-shine at the top:
the dissolve moves through tenure, or a job elsewhere, 
part time, retirement, death: there never is
a department really but a slow flow you can’t step 
in twice…
—from Garbage, A.R. Ammons
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INSIDE ENGLISH: A NOTE FROM  
THE CHAIR


Talking to our alumni about the English Depart
ment seems appropriate these days. Literature depart
ments are at the center o f  debates about “multi- 
culturalism” and the “canon.” How far should we go 
in adjusting our white-male centered curriculum to 
make room for work by ethnic and other minorities? 
Can we isolate the study o f “serious” literature? Should 
we not read Shakespeare in the context o f mass-market 
fiction, pop music, advertising? Does this inevitably 
make literary study political, and what i f  it does?


This is more than a legacy o f the “relevance" de
bates o f the late sixties. The continual expansion o f the 
cultural arena now affects everything we do as a de
partment. The old canon thrives; our two most recent 
appointments are in the Middle Ages and the Renais
sance. But there is also a concern with more recent 
history—Edgar Rosenberg s seminar on the literary 
response to Nazism and Paul Sawyer’s survey o f the 
culture o f the Sixties are new this year. Thanks to Biodun 
Jeyifo, Ken McClane, Satya Mohanty and Harryette 
Mullen, we have found a real community o f interest in 
addressing works in English by American ethnic mi
norities, as well as works o f post-colonial and third- 
world cultures. Thanks to student initiative we have 
created andfound funding fo r a seminar in U.S. Latino 
culture now in its first semester, that involves a series 
o f visiting speakers and the cooperation o f several 
Cornell departments and colleges.


Obviously this is only half the story. A course en
titled “Video Verite” might make Quintilian (class o f 
’49) stare and gasp, but he will recognize “Spenser 
and Milton.” Shakespeare still takes pride o f place as a 
subject fo r  honors theses, though Toni Morrison or 
Virginia Woolf are a close second, and even the Bard is 
apt to be viewed through a Marxist or deconstructionist 
or Freudian lens. I f  Harryette Mullen’s “Slave Narra
tives” is our most popular graduate course, the best 
seller at the 400 level is often Alison Lurie’s or Tom 
Hill’s “Children's Lit.”


At that, it’s easy to forget that not long ago a 
children’s literature course would have seemed a shock
ing bastardization o f the curriculum and a course in 
the movies a gut. But both are now too well established 
and too seriously pursued to be called “trendy.” There


are trends and trends, some o f which we ignore at our 
peril. What it amounts to, I guess, is that the old En
glish Department has become part o f something larger. 
Some o f you longed fo r  such a department; some will 
find  aspects o f it disturbing. In either case, I  hope you 
will be interested in knowing more about what’s going 
on, what teachers o f yours are doing and how the 
works that interest you are being taught these days. 
Please write, phone, or come and see us, in or out o f 
class.


Pete Wetherbee


LITERACY IN HARLEM
Last summer four Cornell undergraduates worked 


full time to start a new family literacy program in 
Harlem and the South Bronx. Their idea was to read 
stories to the youngest children they could find—noth
ing fancier than that— in hopes that the children would 
carry home to their families a new interest in reading.


So this was a family literacy program working from 
the bottom up. It assumed only that young children 
love to hear stories and can be demanding at home—  
pretty safe bets. Sometimes we gave the children books 
to take home, provided from funds raised by various 
Cornell departments and individuals. We also made 
sure the children knew how to find the local library, 
and we set up a small library of our own at the Cornell 
Cooperative Extension Office on 7th Avenue and 125th 
Street in a building that used to be the Hotel Theresa.


Cooperative Extension is a name heard now and 
then in the Arts College, in connection with Cornell’s 
status as a “Land-Grant Institution,” but most of us in 
English departments have little to do with these things. 
So our inner-city program would have remained a 
Goldwin Smith pipedream had it not been for the Nu
trition Program that Coop Extension runs in Harlem. I 
learned about the program from Joseph Holland, a 
Cornell Trustee who “took Shakespeare” from me years 
ago and who lives and practices law in Harlem. Joe 
knew all about Land-Grant Institutions and thought 
that Cornell could be doing more to help the urban







poor. I broached my project— besides I knew students 
at Ujamaa Residential College (where I’m a Faculty 
Fellow) who would be willing to work in Harlem if 
only we could find the money to pay them a summer 
wage and an agency to supervise their work. Joe told 
me to scare up the money myself but leave the agency 
to him, and he turned to Cooperative Extension at the 
Theresa. Would they like to have four Cornell under
graduates on their hands for the summer? Would they 
like to add a literacy component to their program?


The answer was “yes”—unconditionally and unani
mously. The undergraduates worked with children at 
two homeless shelters, a housing project, a day camp, a 
church, and a public school. They also visited the homes 
of single parents who are clients in the Nutrition Pro
gram—there were children in those homes too—and it 
turned out that reading to the kids could lead naturally 
to reading recipes with the mothers. Sometimes every
one ended up cooking.


I haven’t time to describe the summer in detail. We 
know the children loved the sessions with our students, 
and we know our students learned more— about chil
dren, about Harlem and the South Bronx— than they’re 
apt to learn about anything in a comparable space of 
time on campus. Some teenage brothers and sisters 
from the housing project got excited enough about the 
students’ work to shoulder it themselves this year. And 
the financial rewards have been startling.


Foundations became interested in our program—  
Coop Extension has obtained $25,000 from the Bowne 
Foundation and a promise of $150,000 from another 
donor to continue the program year round. Nutrition 
Aides from Coop Extension will replace our undergrads, 
and the teenagers I mentioned will be paid to read to 
younger kids after school and during vacations. Cornell 
put only $4,000 into this venture, half from the Public 
Service Network and half from the President’s Fund 
for Educational Initiatives, so the return of $175,000 
(4.375% in 8 months) isn’t bad.


Now we hope to find four more students for next 
summer. And this time they will be joining an already 
going concern, conducted by people from the inner 
city.— It is a pleasure to mention the names of last 
summer’s conductors. The undergraduates were Bemi 
Amusa-Shonubi, Terence Calhoun, Juan Pena, and 
Tracy Warner, all students at Ujamaa Residential Col
lege. Their supervisors at Coop Extension were Phyllis 
Pottinger and Linda Nessel.


Scott McMillin


THE CULTURE OF THE SIXTIES
Several years ago the English department approved 


a course I designed on the 1960’s. I chose the sixties 
because they were a time when politics became spec
tacular and culture became political; and this encour
aged a literature course that was at the same time a


course in social history. The readings I planned 
(Malcolm X , Ariel, Catch-22, poems by Lowell, The 
Armies o f the Night, Dispatches, along with an anthol
ogy featuring essays, manifestos, and news articles) 
and the viewings (Dr. Strangelove, The Big Chill, docu
mentaries, some music and a lecture on Pop Art) could 
be taught in direct relation, not to all political events of 
the time, but to the oppositional movements identified 
by the phrase “the sixties,” the movements that chal
lenged the status quo in race relations, the position of 
women, the making of war, and most broadly the whole 
system—part political, part metaphysical— that disaf
fected young people associated with repressive forms 
of life.


By pre-registration some 250 students had already 
enrolled—which made it the largest course the depart
ment offered. (The department met the emergency by 
scraping up a teaching assistant and two readers and by 
paring the roster down to 135). Why were the students 
signing up in droves— even before the Gulf War broke 
out—to take a course on the sixties? A simple answer is 
that the sixties are “in” again: clothes, “classic rock,” a 
flood of recent books and TV programs, the endless 
series of Vietnam movies, have reconstituted the six
ties as a terrain of entertainment not unlike the Old 
West. But my students’ interest runs deeper than fash
ion. They are among the first group of undergraduates 
without personal memory of the sixties; the time of 
their adolescence, the eighties, is now officially over, 
and they are naturally curious about the period just 
before their own when, as they all know, people their 
own age made history. My chief aim, then, is to satisfy 
that curiosity by simply letting them hear some distin
guishing voices of the period—men and women, poets, 
clowns, journalists, heroes, haters.


But the students’ curiosity is not simply nostalgic: 
for that matter, it reflects resentment of media-spon- 
sored nostalgia. So media-sponsored nostalgia has it
self been one of our subjects. I pointed out to them the 
double message of a recent Newsweek cover—“Will 
we ever get over the sixties?”— that attempts to banish 
nostalgia at the very moment it resurrects and pro
claims it. I also pointed out the selective use of the term 
“nostalgia,” exemplified by a recent counter-demon- 
strator in Washington whose sign read, “Go home—  
the sixties are over.” Used in this way, the charge of 
“nostalgia” merely quashes dissent and ideas for re
form. The value of a course on the sixties, then, must 
include awareness of how we remember or 
misremember. I want to “remember” the sixties as, 
among other things, a time of political possibility and 
political dialogue. Every feature of American life was 
subject to contestation, and much of that debate bore 
fruit— in the ecology movement, the civil rights move
ment, the movement for women’s rights. But it may be 
still more important to remember the causes that failed, 
the alternatives that were closed off. For example, Mar
tin Luther King, now celebrated sentimentally, actu







ally called for a radical redistribution of income in 
America. In the sixties it was possible to speak, even in 
the mainstream media, of topics like structural poverty 
and institutional racism. My students won’t have to 
share my opinions, but they will need to hear what 
people said on those topics, not because it was fashion
able to do so but because people were passionately 
committed to them.


This is not, then, a course in nostalgia. The sixties 
have been sentimentalized partly, I think, as a substi
tute gratification for a generation that has not been 
allowed its bohemia in the actual world. I would like 
my students to see the period in terms of the present, as 
a permanent source of reflection and learning. And I 
feel that I should be cheating them if I did not remind 
them of the “other” sixties—the years not of love beads 
and Be-ins but burning towns and poisoned forests.


Paul Sawyer


FACULTY NOTES
Mike Abrams’ latest book, Doing Things with Texts, 
(Norton) brings together his major critical essays from 
1955 to 1989. Archie Ammons has recently been 
elected to the American Academy and Institute of Arts 
and Letters. The Really Short Poems o f A.R. Ammons 
(Norton) marks the appearance of Archie’s 20th vol
ume of verse. Rick Bogel’s latest book is The Dream o f 
My Brother: An Essay on Johnson’s Authority (Vir
ginia). Cynthia Chase has been appointed fellow of 
the University of California Humanities Research In
stitute for spring ’92. Jonathan Culler’s recent work 
focuses on Baudelaire. His books continue to be trans
lated into the few languages in which they haven’t 
appeared before: most recently into Chinese, Czech, 
Finnish, Japanese, Serbian, Slovenian, and Turkish. 
Scott Elledge has edited a volume of verse: Wider than 
the Sky: Poems to Grow Up With (Harper). His Norton 
Critical text of Paradise Lost is going into its second 
edition; his Tess o f the d ’ Urbervilles has just gone into 
its third. Lydia Fakundiny’s The Art o f the Essay 
(Houghton) charts the course of the essay from Francis 
Bacon (b.1561) to Ken McClane (b. 1951). As a pen
ance for her year’s absence as visiting professor at 
Chicago, Debby Fried has assumed the directorship of 
Undergraduate Studies (340 majors, 149 graduating 
seniors). Roger Gilbert’s Walks in the World: Experi
ence and Representation in Modern American Poetry 
has just been published by Princeton. Katy Gottschalk 
is co-editor with Rick Bogel of the pilot study on Teach
ing Prose (Norton). The Lies Boys Tell (Norton) got


Lamar Herrin the much coveted AWP award for the 
best novel of 1990. His story “Monuments” ran in The 
New Yorker last October.


Tom Hill is the recipient of a major 3-year NEH grant 
to investigate the sources of Anglo-Saxon culture. Molly 
Hite is the author of The Other Side o f the Story: 
Structures and Strategies o f Contemporaiy Feminist 
Narrative (Cornell). Mary Jacobus will deliver the 
prestigious Alexander Lectures (Toronto) this fall and, 
in ’92, embark on her term as fellow at the Stanford 
Center for Research in the Behavioral Sciences. Phyllis 
Janowitz’s most recent poems have been aired or are 
about to be aired in Ohio Review, Radcliffe Quarterly, 
and Southwest Review. Carol Kaske (with John R. 
Clark) has furnished the first fully edited translation of 
Ficino’s Three Books on Life (Binghamton). Michael 
Koch, a former Stegner Fellow, suceeds Cecil Giscombe 
as editor of Epoch. Alison Lurie’s latest book is Don’t 
Tell the Grownups: Subversive Children’s Literature 
(Little Brown). In ’89 she received the Prix Femina 
Etranger for her last novel, The Truth About Lorin 
Jones— which may now be enjoyed in Danish, Span
ish, and Swedish.


Macmillan is about to release Phil Marcus’s Yeats and 
Artistic Power. Phil’s variorum text of Yeats’s stories, 
The Secret Rose, is going into its second edition. Dan 
McCall has recently published a critical study, The 
Silence o f Bartleby (Cornell) and his 6th novel, 
Triphammer (Atlantic Monthly Press). Then all those 
movies. Jack the Bear—translated into twelve languages 
since it appeared in ’74— is due for release by 20th 
Century-Fox this winter, and MGM has just put its 
money on Triphammer. Ken McClane has recently 
published Walls: Essays 1985-1990 (Wayne State). 
The Hudson Review is running Jim McConkey’s long 
essay “Stories from My Life with the Other Animals”— 
the title story of the forthcoming 3rd volume of Jim’s 
Court o f Memory. Scott McMillin has written a study 
of Shakespeare in Performance: Modern Stagings o f 
Henry IV  (Manchester). Dorothy Mermin’s Women 
o f Letters in Victorian England 1830 to 1880 has been 
commissioned by Indiana. Satya Mohanty is the au
thor of Literary Theory and the Claims o f History (Ba
sil Blackwell). Bob Morgan’s New and Selected Po
ems (Wesleyan) and a new volume of stories and no
vellas, Watershed (Peachtree), both impend, along with 
stories and poems in The Atlantic, Southern Review, 
and Shenandoah. Since ’88 Bob has been both a 
Guggenheim Fellow and a Fellow at the Rockefeller 
Foundation’s Bellagio Conference Center and in spring 
’90 Emory hosted a conference on his work. Harryette 
Mullen has published a book of prose poems, Trim
mings. Tim Murray has two texts under contract: Sub
liminal Libraries (Routledge) and— as editor—The 
Stakes o f Theatre in Contemporary French Thought 
(Michigan).







The Cornell Wordsworth, with Steve Parrish as Gen
eral Editor, has published a volume a year since ’75; 
vol. 16 is in press and five more are in the pipeline. 
(More than half of the total 21 volumes have been or 
are being edited by Cornell Ph.D.’s). Joel Porte’s In 
Respect to Egotism: Studies in American Romantic 
Writing is being published by Cambridge, and he is 
collecting his essays under the title American Texts/ 
American Topics. Dan Schwarz’s latest book is The 
Case for Humanistic Poetics (Macmillan and Pennsyl
vania); arevised edition ofbis Reading Joyce’s Ulysses 
is about to appear (Macmillan and St. Martins). Harry 
Shaw held an appointment as Visiting Fellow, Clare 
Hall, Cambridge, in ’89-’90. Cushing Strout’s Mak
ing American Tradition: Visions and Revisions from  
Ben Franklin to Alice Walker appeared last spring 
(Rutgers). Stephanie Vaughn’s collection of stories 
was published to much acclaim as Sweet Talk (Ran
dom House) and in Britain as Able, Baker, Charlie, 
Dog (Heinemann). Pete Wetherbee has been named 
Avalon Foundation Professor in the Humanities. He 
has recently published Chaucer: The Canterbury Tales 
in the series “Landmarks of World Literature” (Cam
bridge).


In the past years we have lost some of our most distin
guished colleagues. Fran Mineka, a leading 
Victorianist and chairman of the department for ten 
years before he assumed the deanship of the Arts Col
lege, died on 5 October 1985; Dave Novarr, a special
ist in 1 7th-century literature and one of our most widely 
loved teachers, on 21 January 1987; Arthur Mizener, 
eminent as scholar, critic, and biographer of Scott 
Fitzgerald and Ford Madox Ford, on 11 February 1988; 
Saunders Redding, the acknowledged dean of Afri
can-American studies (and the first endowed professor


in the field at an Ivy school) on 2 March 1988; Bob 
Kaske, Cornell’s foremost medievalist in the 25 years 
before his death on 8 August 1989. Our scroll begins 
and concludes with two names which are inseparably 
linked with our creative writing program: Baxter 
Hathaway died on 29 March 1984 and Walt Slatoff 
on 16 February 1991. Baxter, already a noted scholar 
of 16th-century criticism when he swapped a tenured 
job at Montana for an untenured one here, to all intents 
“created” creative writing at Cornell and gave it class. 
On Baxter’s retirement, Walt succeeded him as de facto 
chair of the writing staff and presiding spirit of the 
quarterly journal Epoch.


Epoch was founded by Baxter in ’47 and has outlived 
literally by decades every “little” magazine of compa
rable stature. In its 44 years, Epoch has introduced 
dozens of people who now rank among our major 
writers. Thomas Pynchon, Don DeLillo, Stanley Elkin, 
B.H. Friedman, Ronald Sukenik all first broke into 
print in Epoch; Ray Bradbury, Richard Hugo, Joyce 
Carol Oates, Cynthia Ozick, Philip Roth published some 
of their very earliest works in its pages; at one time or 
another its editorial board included Archie Ammons, 
Morris Bishop, William Dickey, Richard Farina, 
Geoffrey Hartman, Alison Lurie, and Joanna Russ; and 
Epoch has been peculiarly friendly to our local con
stituents from the undergraduate Edgar Rosenberg in 
1948 to the professorial Harryette Mullen in 1990. To 
help defray the increasingly daunting publication costs 
and to support the day-by-day operations of Epoch an 
endowment has been set up in Walt’s name. We think 
that it’s a fine way to honor his memory and to keep 
alive our most durable testimony to creative writing at 
Cornell; and we hope that you’ll jot down the pertinent 
facts: The Walter Slatoff Memorial Fund/Department 
of English/250 Goldwin Smith Hall/Cornell Univer
sity/Ithaca, NY 14853 (607-255-6801/607-255-3385).


Cornell University 
Department of English 
250 Goldwin Smith Hall 
Ithaca, NY 14853
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Interfaces:
New Medias/New Digital Frontiers
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A Conversation with Timothy Murray
by Nicole Waligora-Davis


In addition to being a professor o f  comparative literature and English, 
and the director ofgraduate studies in the Department o f  Film and  
Video Studies, Timothy Murray is the co-curator o f  CTheory 
M ultimedia and the curator fo r  the Rose Goldsen Archive o fN ew  
Media A rt in the Division o f  Rare and Manuscript Collections at 
Cornell University Library. His work on behalf o f  the archive has taken 


>. him as fa r  as China and Japan. A n d  while he is currently finishing a 
3  manuscript project titled Digital Thresholds: Electronic Art, Baroque
5  Folds, and Cultural Memories, and an essay collection, Digitality and
1  the M emory o f Cinema, Professor Murray, along with Arthur and  
S' Marilouise Kroker, has just launched a double issue o f  CTheory
0 Multimedia, titled “N et Noise” (the first installment appeared this sum- 
§ mer). In September 2002 Professor Murray gathered together artists and
1 critics fo r  an international art and theory workshop, “Digital Theory, ” 
a. following on the heels o f  an international exhibit titled Contact Zones,
~ which featured more than 70 media projects fo r  which he is the curator. 
■g Professor Murray is a cultural critic whose research interests are as wide 
3  as they are deep. He has authored a body o f  projects as diverse in text as


they are in texture and textuality. He has written on Kenneth Burke, 
Robbie McCauley, Louis Marin, Ben Jonson, Montaigne, Deleuze, and artists like Adami, Francken, and  Arkawa. 
Some o f  his most recent publications include D ram a Trauma: Specters o f Race and Sexuality in Performance,
Video, Art (London: Routledge, 1997), Repossession: Psychoanalysis and the Phantasms o f Early M odern
Culture (University o f  Minnesota Press, 1997), and his edited collection, Mimesis, Masochism, and Mime: The 
Politics o f Theatricality in Contem porary French Thought (Ann Arbor: University o f  Michigan Press, 1997). His 
research interests include critical theory; psychoanalysis; race and sexuality studies; and film , art, and performance 
theory. Courses he has taught range from  “Electronic Art, Cultural Memory, and Baroque Theory” to “Critical 
Surfing. "Professor Murray’s work is insistently provocative, theoretically rich and rigorous, and deeply influential 
both in and fo r  a range o f  fields and disciplines including comparative literature and American, ethnic, perform
ance, and sexuality studies.


Gornell


Professor Murray recently shared a glimpse into his teaching and ongoing curatorial projects on behalf o f  Cornell 
University.


Nicole Waligora-Davis: Would you please discuss the nature o f  “Electronic Innovations,” the course you taught in 
Fall 2002, and the initiatives and theoretical and pedagogical collaborations that helped begin this transoceanic, 
technologically interactive class?


Timothy Murray: A competitive grant from the Provosts Faculty Innovations in Teaching grants funded this course. 
There are twenty grants a year divided up among the colleges, and three were awarded in the Arts College. The 
funding was used to acquire the technology to create this live-video streaming seminar. I combined my seminar, 
“Electronic Innovations,” with one taught by Norie Neumark, who teaches at the University of Technology in 
Sydney. She had been a fellow at the Society of the Humanities, but I knew her in art circles even before then. Norie 
is a digital artist, a sound theoretician, and had been teaching a course called “Art and Technology.” We literally


continued on page 2







combined our seminars using this live technolo
gy, so that I taught on Thursday nights and she 
taught on Friday mornings, and we had both 
groups of students on video. I literally could 
operate the camera in her classroom in Sydney. 
We had computers in the class as well, and dur
ing the moments when we had Internet interfer
ence everybody would run to their terminals and 
turn on their digital classroom technology so that 
we could converse with each other. We had guest 
lecturers; I brought in a couple of people and she 
brought in a number of people. The students did 
joint projects which were really successful. We 
created six assigned discussion groups, half of 
them were my students and half were her stu
dents. We used a Web chat room for discussions, 
required students to comment on readings before 
class, etc., and a couple of these groups would 
always present materials to the class. The real 
advantage was that we offered students the 
option to create Net-art projects— all except one 
student elected this option. They worked in 
groups over the Internet, planning these projects, 
dividing and assigning tasks. Some of the fin
ished products were very technologically specific 
and complicated.


Waligora-Davis: Is this a course that you will 
sponsor again?


Murray: Yes. Because our leave schedules overlap 
it may be two years before we are able to recon
vene the course. We realize that it works even 
better the second time around. Students really 
had to get used to working in the technological 
mediations since all of the discussions that we 
had were on a screen; they themselves were on 
the screen. Since one of the things we were pon
dering in this course on digital theory was tech
nological mediation, when we had technical 
problems we theorized them, and instead of turn
ing them into a deficit we turned them into an 
advantage. Two of the students did Net-art 
projects on the technical problems, turning them 
into theoretical reflections on the degradation 
o f information. It was really interesting.
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G o r n e ll


Waligora-Davis: As you look a t digital art across 
time, do you feel that there has been a shift in the 
kinds o f  projects being produced\ and are these 
projects a response to the different kinds o f  ter
rorisms that have become more public arid more 
pronounced since 9/11?


Murray: About forty percent of the work in 
Wired Ruins preceded 9/11. These are artists who 
have been thinking for a long time about cultural 
miscegenation, the promise of technology, and 
the disadvantage of technology in that regard. 
One really interesting Israeli feminist artist,
Horit Herman-Peled, who has been working on 
what she calls “digital terror” for a long time, 
was invited to the workshop but was unable to 
attend. So it depends, obviously there has been a 
lot of new work lately but the older work actually 
has more reflectivity in it; it’s less “reactionary.” 
And there is newer work coming out that is 
responding to things like the Homeland Security 
Act and all of the negative views toward digital 
technology that arise because of the tracking and 
the coding and the mapping of people. There are 
really important projects being done in relation 
to this, but it was important to us that that num
ber of CTheory not just be anchored in the issues 
o f 9/11, but also that these broad issues— espe
cially the relationship between digital terror and 
ethnic paranoia which is a historically complicat
ed issue, and has now become maybe a little 
more pronounced in certain areas because of dig
ital stereotyping and tracking— get addressed.
The other thing that has been going on in the 
digital world is growing critical attention on the 
relations of race and technology, race and the 
Internet, but even still at the time we were talk
ing about it, we were concerned that that specific 
discourse would delimit the breadth of the prob


Waligora-Davis: How did  you become invested in 
digital art and performance theory? Do you feel 
there was a particular moment that your research 
and theoretical interests began to dramatically 
shift toward this k ind  o f  work?


Murray: I was working with video art, and in the 
early ’90s I started teaching a course at Cornell 
on video art in relationship to cinema studies, all 
of which are directly related to pedagogy, drama, 
and theater performance, the leading categories 
at the time that were becoming increasingly insti
tutionalized. In the video world many of the 
leading, more interesting independent artists nat
urally started migrating to digital platforms, and 
that happened particularly strongly in Australia, 
Germany, and Canada. It was natural, then, for 
those of us who were curators or specialists in 
video at the time to become interested in video 
art. This is exactly what happened to me, part
ially because of a colleague I work with in 
France, Anne-Marie Duguet, who is one of 
Europe’s leading curators and a professor of art at 
the Sorbonne. Norie Neumark was involved in 
the Australian version of all o f this. There they 
had one of the largest breakouts or developments 
in digital and media production in the world, 
because in the early 1990s the Australian film 
commission targeted 30 percent of its fellowship 
funds to new media production, which gave 
birth to an entire generation of new media 
artists. And this is why our collaborative course 
“Electronic Innovation’’was so important, 
because there are huge communities of new 
media artists in Australia whose distance from us 
makes them relatively inaccessible, and because 
of the importance of a Pacific Rim sensibility, 
which is so different from our Atlantic, urban 
orientation, even though we live in Ithaca.


Waligora-Davis: While in many 
ways the impetus fo r  the kinds o f  
conversations enabled during your 
international art and theory work
shop, Digital Terror, are fairly 
obvious, could you please share some 
o f  your own thinking on the critical 
topography o f  this workshop, its 
timeliness, and its relationship to 
CTheory Multimedia.'1


Murray: CTheory Multimedia is an 
electronic theory journal that I co
curate with Arthur and Marilouise 
Kroker, who are the editors and 
founders of CTheory. They launched 
the first issue of CTheory Multimedia in 
the late 1990s. It was really unusual 
and pioneering to produce a multime
dia journal. And while they were here as Society 
Fellows we teamed up, and that’s when they 
decided that they would be interested in working 
with Cornell and me. The “Digital Terror” work
shop came out of a special issue of CTheory 
Multimedia called Wired Ruins, and was co-spon
sored by CTheory and the Rose Goldsen Lecture 
Series. The workshop was based on an interna
tional group of artists who had been doing work 
on the terror of technology and surveillance, and 
technological infusions for a long time.


lem; that it is not only about race, but about eth
nicity, and paranoia, so that we really wanted to 
push in the workshop and the special issue the 
boundaries and make them as wide as we could. 
And that happened in the workshop with 
Ricardo Dominguez, who is a very activist Latino 
media interventionist, Keith Piper, who is a well- 
known black British artist, and a couple of other 
presenters such as Patricia Zimmerman of Ithaca 
College, and there were other people there as well 
who work on this whole range of issues techni
cally and formally.
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Rethinking Race and  
Ethnicity a t  Cornell 
University


by Sunn Shelley W ong


Waligora-Davis: Could you share more about your preservation work as 
curator fo r  the Rose Goldsen Archive o f  Digital Multimedia A rt?


Murray: The Cornell Digital Library publishes CTheory Multimedia and part 
of the project o f CTheory Multimedia includes archiving older issues on the 
Web, so that it is both a publication and a digital archive. I used the para
digm of that archive to think more broadly. I had curated a large interna
tional show of CD-Rom art, called Contact Zones, and realized that this art 
in the very, very near future was going to be inaccessible on most 
machines, or just drop out of sight. I began to feel that it was imperative 
for us to start creating an archive for this work because maybe for the first 
time in art history we could have decades of work that could just disap
pear. Cornell University Library graciously entered into this collaboration 
and we named the archive after Rose Goldsen, an activist sociology pro
fessor at Cornell who fought strenuously against the commodification of 


media. I thought it would be a fitting tribute to her, in conjunction with the 
Rose Goldsen lecture series, to create this archive in the library. The archive is 
housed in the Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, and will be ger
mane to people interested in hypertext, ethnic studies, and what we are calling 
comparative American studies. It was unbelievably courageous of the library to 
extend the paradigm of printed matter into media, and it will be an extremely 
important collection of CD-Rom and Net art. One of the things that we have 
already worked out is that the archive will serve as the repository for the 
Rockefeller Foundations annual competition in media art. All the artists who 
are nominated will have dossiers and book samples in the archive. Having just 
been named, the archive has already received tremendous interest and it already 
houses artworks by about 150 artists. There are a number of Net-art collections 
that want duplicates to be housed in the archive preservation facility. Hopefully, 
people will end up using this work in their classrooms and students will profit 
from access to it.


The digital art community is very organized because of digital and electronic 
sites; it is a heavily communicational world, so that artists from relatively iso
lated or marginalized places are able to engage in exhibition practice. One of the 
real goals of the archive is to be as broadly international as possible. We want 
there to be in the archive an extremely strong Latin American influence, a par
ticularly strong Asian influence from China and Japan, Taiwan and Hong Kong, 
and needless to say North America, and Eastern Europe, which has a very strong 
and visionary art world that is highly dependent on new media interfaces.


We are trying to establish liaisons in Japan, and in China we are becoming affili
ated with something that is brand new, the Dongtai Institute, which is a cultural 
institute. The associate director, Shin-Yi Yang, is a Cornell graduate in art his
tory. We are working on ways that the Goldsen archive could collaborate with 
the projects affiliated with this institute.


The content load of new media art is so deep. This is a global community enter
prise, which may sound rather utopic, but remains true for the current moment. 
Obviously there are artists who are trying to capitalize on this, as their work is 
extremely expensive and needs financial support, but so far I think those of us 
who are really responsible for curating the first generation of new media artists 
have been very careful to avoid hierarchies between the “new” and the “old,” the 
“experienced” and the “young”; it’s more nuanced than that. So that I could 
have in the Contact Zones exhibition Keith Piper, one of the world’s leading 
black artists, and Leah Gilliam, who at the time was a young African American 
woman whom almost no one knew about, both in the same show with the same 
clout. Or a young artist, Jody Zellen from L.A., who was still in college and 
doing brilliant work. W hat is exciting about this is that the work speaks louder 
than the reputation of the artist, or the clout of the gallery.


Waligora-Davis: What new work can we anticipate seeing in forthcoming issues 
o f  CTheory Multimedia?


Murray: This is difficult to say. The next issue will be a follow-up to our recent 
Net.Noise issue with greater emphasis on electronic music in contrast to cultural 
sound. Because we make editorial decisions collaboratively, I can only project 
my own interests in such areas as cultural cartography, psychic scansion, and 
digital divides.


If the past decade's worth of programming at the annual 
Am erican Studies Association m eetings serves as a prime 
indicator of shifting intellectual currents within the field, 
then, clearly, one of those currents has been generated 
by scholars trying to rearticu late the fields of Am erican 
studies and ethnic studies. (A note on nom enclature: eth
nic studies here refers to the institutional form ation that 
em erged in the late 1960s that took as its subject m atter 
the interdisciplinary study of African Americans,
Am erican Indians, Asian Am ericans, and U.S. Latinos.
While not w ithout its attendant controversies, I use the 
term  here because the field has been largely institutional
ized under that name. An a lternative term -one used by 
the Cornell English Departm ent-is minority studies.) 
Am erican studies, too, is not w ithout its own referential 
instabilities and one of the recent shifts has been both 
geopolitical and ideological, a shift from a focus on the 
United States of Am erica to that of the hem ispheric 
Am ericas. To rearticu late  Am erican studies and ethnic 
studies is to presuppose a degree of separateness. While 
the fields them selves have em erged as separate institu
tional entities, the groups that form  the respective sub
jects of these fields have been historically entangled. The 
current rearticulating makes visible epistem ologically and 
institutionally that which had always been historically ev i
dent in sociopolitical relations. Recent developm ents at 
Cornell indicate some of the directions that this cam pus is 
moving in to rethink the linkages between Am erican stud
ies and ethnic studies.


In Ja n u a ry  2002 a coalition of students (Cornell 
University Coalition for Ethnic Studies) asked Provost 
Biddy Martin to establish a task force on the future of 
ethnic studies programs on campus. The Provost app
ointed this task force in February 2002, consisting of a 
large number of students, the deans of the Arts College 
and the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, the 
respective faculty directors of the Africana Studies and 
Research Center, the Am erican Indian Program , the Asian 
Am erican Studies Program , and the U.S. Latino/a Studies 
Program , and other faculty members and adm inistrators. 
The Task Force on Ethnic Studies met frequently through
out the spring and fall of 2002.


Earlie r institutional efforts to address the situation of 
racialized m inorities at Cornell, such as the 1975 Report 
of the Trustee Ad Hoc Com m ittee on the Status of 
Minorities and the 1984 Report of the Trustee Sub 
com m ittee on M inority Education, had recom mended that 
colleges and departm ents take responsibility for develop
ing and improving course m aterial based on m inority 
experiences and perspectives, and that the m ainstream  
curriculum  incorporate perspectives of m inority people 
more often. The work of this task force both builds on, 
and departs from, these earlier efforts. In assessing the 
results of those earlier reports, the task force recognized 
that, on the one hand, creating ethnic studies programs 
has been a singularly im portant step toward discharging 
the above-mentioned responsibility. On the other hand,


continued on page 8







Hungers:
Reflections on Affirmative Action
by Ken McClane


W e  could settle this whole race mess 
over a long lunch.


From a conversation overheard
on a New York City bus.


Some months ago a good student o f mine, dur
ing a luncheon to celebrate his fine stories, told 
me angrily that he had not been accepted to 
Harvard because o f “affirmative action.” H ad 
this remark come from someone who was 
small-minded, racially insensitive, or less soc
ially involved, I would have been saddened but 
not surprised. But that it came from a student 
who had worked in area prisons helping 
inmates to write better, who had struggled to 
increase his fraternity’s awareness of social injus
tice, and who had, in wonderfully wrought sto-


seems to turn everybody insane. And this 
occurs, I think, because race, in this country, 
remains the province o f the patently unexam
ined. Race— whatever else it is— is a notion 
informed by a multiplicity of tributary ones, all 
involving our difficult, ill-explored histories, 
and all inexorably personal. T hat we fail to 
understand America’s racial past— as James 
Baldwin brilliantly shows— stems from a con
gress of self-deceptions and self-deformations, 
all o f which, in various guises, seem to inhabit 
us like errant cells. O n the one hand, we speak 
about our “great progress,” and there has been 
much progress indeed, as I am the first to con
cede; on the other— and with far too great fre
quency— we seem to confront the inevitable


..Americans are afraid to
acknowledge how


ries, written tenderly about every manner of 
dispossession, I was sufficiently stymied. This 
student had written poignantly about a young 
woman’s inability to see the implications o f her 
own self-absorption, in prose as trenchant as 
Annie Dillard’s; in a luminous novella, he deftly 
conveyed the small misfortunes o f a romantic 
businessman, “lost in his own irrelevancies.” 
Like Raymond Carver, with whom he shares 
much, my students stories were always pithy, 
world-wise, and full o f human empathy. He 
understood human beings, he was usually gen
erous, and I expected much of him. But here, I 
was confronting someone hurt, sullen, and dis
consolate— someone as cut off from good sense 
as a stone. It was painful and ugly.


As G unnar Myrdal quipped, race in America


The pasts of his ancestors lean against 


Him. Crowd Him. Fog out his identity.


Hundreds of hungers mingle with his own, 


Hundreds of voices advise so dexterously 


He quite considers his reactions his,


Judges he walks most powerfully alone, 


That everything is— simply what it is. 


From "The Sundays of Satin-Leqs Smith" 


by Gwendolyn Brooks


paralysis: why won’t the racial problem end? 
W hat do these people want? W hy the incessant, 
dreary carping about race?


Much o f this “racial fatigue” stems, I submit, 
from America’s unique ability to view race as 
something we’ve largely confronted, since it has 
been with us for so long, and we’ve spent so 
much psychic time on it. (Here, o f course, we 
confront the American penchant to confuse 
involvement with evolvement, as if spending a 
week with an unopened book is the same thing 
as reading it.) And by the same token, 
Americans are afraid to acknowledge how 
painfully personal our confrontation with race 
is, as if  such a concession would dislodge the 
earth’s axis. And yet one has simply to look at 
our fiction, from Melville to Faulkner, Emerson 
to Cheever, to comprehend how indissolubly 
race remains at the center o f the American 
psyche— it haunts us, like that terrible white 
whale, reminding us that it is our imaginings 
o f “the other,” indeed, which can send us to 


hell. And, o f  course, it is not simply our 
imaginings, but how we act on them, that 


is central: rape, lynching, Jim Crow, “sepa
rate but equal,” three-fifths o f a person, 


miscegenation laws, slavery. W hatever 
else can be said, our confrontation 


with race, certainly, has been dram at
ic, brutal, and agonizing. T hat we 


haven’t been able to respond ade
quately to our participation in 


this mess, that we will argue that 
slaves are stupid and incapable 


o f learning on the one hand,


and then punish 
them  and their 
benefactors for 
teaching them  to 
read on the other, this ill-logic, quite frankly, 
enters the realm o f the pathological.


Much o f the affirmative action debate is 
focused, at least in the media, on the ideal of 
fairness. Is it fair to use legal or academic reme
dies to reverse previous historical wrongdoings?
Are the sins of the fathers and mothers vested 
on the children? Should my child be made to 
pay for the horrors of slavery, even if she had 
nothing to do with them? And on and on. But 
the real sting o f affirmative action as it is expe
rienced by whites, I maintain, is that it reaf
firms— and my student certainly feels this, even 
if he hasn’t fully understood its ramifications—


PAINFU 
PER


that the world is often capricious, unintelligi
ble, and brutal. My student feels it; but he does 
not yet understand its fullest implications, and 
these implications, I would argue, are essential 
to understanding the world and his place in it.


Let’s look again at my student’s situation. As I 
suggested, he had applied to Harvard, he had 
done very well in his classes, he had good SAT 
scores, and he is extremely talented. By his own 
lights, he deserved to get admitted. And yet he 
was not.


Now, let’s look at Harvard’s predicament. They, 
as Cornell, get thousands of applications for a 
very limited number o f spots. Harvard’s admis
sions officers will tell you that they could 
responsibly admit 90 percent o f their appli
cants, although the actual admissions rate in 
2002 was 11 percent. Thus, my student, as well 
as many others, could well have been admitted.
And yet let’s take this simple-minded conjecture 
further. If  we exclude all o f the people o f color, 
less than 7 percent o f the entering class, my stu
dent still has only the faintest hope of accept
ance. Yes, those few minority students did fore
close some o f his possibility to attend 
Harvard— and many o f those minority stu
dents, interestingly, would have been admitted 
no matter what the criteria (Harvard gets the 
best students in the country). And, just as 
poignantly, legacies (students whose relatives 
attended Harvard) took up 25 percent o f the







places in the admitted class. Unless my students 
father or mother attended Harvard/ Radcliffe, he 
was even more numerically displaced by these 
students. And we should also include the bevy of 
talented athletes, and others who were admitted, 
say, for being violin virtuosos, who are also 
important to a university’s sense o f itself. In all 
honesty, there is a universe of variables here, and 
I haven’t begun to discuss the fact that human 
beings, in a room, read those admissions fold
ers— human beings who, variously impassioned, 
decide who would make the best Harvard stu
dent. It is all, frankly, a creative act o f social 
engineering— it’s a universe defined and shaped 
by people who, in W. D. Snodgrass’s rhetoric, 
are “all vaguely furiously driven.” This is not to 
say that the admissions board does not know 
what it is doing, or what it intends the Harvard 
class to look like, it is simply to state that the 
human imprecates everything.


My student at lunch, understandably, was not 
being analytical about his situation: he was 
hurt. And yet this brings me to a larger truth.


submissions— good, even interesting, poems 
often get turned down. Had my poems come 
earlier in the week, the editor might have been 
more accommodating, and I could swagger 
about, my poem soon to appear. But “time and 
chance” intervened, or, as my students are wont 
to say, “Shit happens.” Sadly, we don’t always 
get what we deserve or desire.


The weight o f my students pain is, o f course, 
real— and I do not wish to diminish it. But his 
pain has nothing to do with affirmative action, 
and much to do, I hazard, with life’s peccadil
loes. We spend most o f our lives trying to 
ensure our futures, to forestall suffering: parents 
want the best for their offspring; I want to cre
ate the best opportunities for myself. It is 
understandable, in a terrifying universe, to want 
to bring shape and contour to the incommensu
rate. But there are no givens in life. No one can 
ensure that she will take a breath tomorrow, or 
see the moon tonight. We can try— we can seek 
to mitigate the possible and diminish the pon
derous— but the world, alas, does what it does.


Now, this is not an earthshaking revelation. And 
yet my student must realize that his anger was 
ill-placed; that his pain, in reality, could only


And this is why the affirmative action debate 
has so befuddled so many potentially well- 
meaning people. The argument which suggests 
that we need a “race-neutral society,” though 
offered with good intentions by some, is a spu
rious one— it conveys, at least to people of 
color, that their historical experience is either a 
hindrance to community, or is o f no impor
tance, which, o f course, is hardly palatable to 
someone who loves her “colored” self, and finds 
in her color, as she should, much to be proud. 
And this reasoning suggests, once again, a terri
ble paucity o f imagination: whites, for their 
part, have often had the privilege o f acting as if 
they were “color blind,” although their 
legalisms, in court and country club, suggest 
quite the opposite. And, until recently, whites 
have not had to see their color as a badge of 
privilege, power, or malfeasance; they have not 
been made to see themselves as white.


And yet people o f color have always viewed 
their pigmentation as an essential barometer o f 
their historical reality— of who and what they 
are— albeit in far different ways than often envi
sioned by their countrymen. As Gwendolyn 
Brooks and Toni Morrison evince, a people’s 
struggle to survive is never merely a litany ofLLY


S O N A L  our conf ro^ a^orl w /fh race is
He was hurt, and his hurt, at least from his van
tage point, could be explained. It was those peo
ple o f color who had denied him  his Harvard 
placement, not the vagaries o f an admissions 
process, where not everyone, sadly, can be 
admitted. Injustice is always easier to bear if it 
can be explained; and, understandably, it was 
far easier for my student to believe that black 
and Latino students (whatever their qualifica
tions) were the cause o f his disappointment 
than to interrogate the absurdities o f an often 
indifferent universe. And then, too, if  affirma
tive action was at the heart o f Harvard’s deci
sion, my student’s performance was never truly 
in question, at least as he imagines it. That his 
good work was not as meritorious as another 
admitted Harvard student; that he was not as 
creative or as intellectually enterprising as John 
W inthrop from Temple, Nebraska, or Ken 
Smith from Harlem; that his lack o f playing the 
piano, or the truth that he played the piano 
gracelessly— all this, o f course, was not impor
tant to my student’s calculus. Undoubtedly, 
there were any num ber of reasons why my stu
dent was not accepted. Years ago, when I sent a 
poem to The Nation magazine in the hope of 
getting my first acceptance in a national maga
zine, the editor penned me a quixotic note. 
“Dear Ken McClane,” he wrote, “had this been 
M onday I would have accepted this.” The edi
tor was telling me, and it was important knowl
edge, that national magazines get hundreds of


teach him something if he would unpack it; if 
he would, like the finest critic or watchmaker, 
interrogate its inner mechanisms, its springs, 
joinings, and dalliances. My student was suffer
ing because it hurt to be denied— and yet one is 
often not listened to, taken into account, cor
roborated. As the spiritual laments, “Lord, why 
leave me here?”


To a large degree, my student’s failure to com
prehend his predicament stems from a lapse of 
imagination. He could not, or would not, inter
rogate the machinations o f judgment— in the 
first instance, because it was painful; in the sec
ond, because, at bottom, it would suggest, alas, 
that there are intelligences (ways of seeing, valu
able ones) he can barely fathom. For that black 
student from Harlem, who was accepted at 
Harvard, may have been smarter than my stu
dent: he may have had higher board scores, class 
rank, and intellectual heft; or he, just as impor
tantly, might have been the first student in his 
ghetto school to take advanced calculus, daily 
venturing to Columbia University, after he took 
care of his aged grandmother and five siblings, 
and before he worked five hours a night at the 
local pharmacy. This narrative, of course, my 
student would fail to contemplate, since his 
own sojourn, one culled out o f hurt and disap
pointm ent, caused him to be imaginatively 
lead-footed. The gift of the imagination, ulti
mately, is the gift to appreciate another: to see, 
alas, that I am in you and you are in me.


dispossession, pain, or nullification: no one is a 
mere sociological construct. N o matter how 
deformative slavery was, blacks forged lives, cre
ated art, and made their exalted way in the 
world. If I am the benefactor o f the Collegiate 
School, the oldest private school in America, I 
am also the offspring o f 147th Street in 
Harlem, where I learned to celebrate the quiet 
decency o f those around me: those who had 
been given so little materially and yet proffered 
so much spiritually. To deny race, at bottom, is 
to deny them.


After a long discussion, my student, to his 
credit, began the process o f examining his anger. 
He let go o f his cloying to half-truths; he 
sensed, and powerfully, what it meant to enter 
the deep water, where failure cannot be 
explained or reasoned away. This, I think, is the 
hardest thing for a human being to accept: that 
life cannot always be tamed, or channeled; that 
life, at bottom, is terrifying. My student, in the 
weeks to come, began to listen more to those 
inmates he tutored; he began to take their sto
ries to heart, to see in their private invocations 
their desire to see the world made anew. “I 
never really listened to them before,” he told 
me. “I never understood how much I could 
learn from them. I never realized that we’re all 
so frightened and vulnerable. I never realized,” 
he said very slowly, “that they held the key 
for me.”


I was very proud o f my student.







FacultyRETIREMENT


Most Cornellians know that to find out w hat’s 
going on in town, you need to look outside it. 
Carol Kaske proves a case in point. You can 
attend m eetings of the Modern Language 
Association, the Renaissance Socie ty  of 
Am erica, the Medieval Institute, the Dante 
Society, Spenser at Kalamazoo, the Milton 
Society, the International Neo-Latin 
Association, and the list goes on. At each one 
you'll e ither hear Carol delivering a paper or 
you'll meet som eone spreading the news about 
her latest achievem ent. The same will happen 
if you visit university centers around the world: 
Cambridge, Mass., and Cambridge, England; 
Florence and Phoenix; Tokyo and Beijing. The 


girl has been everywhere.


What our community does know is a succession of courses and 
seminars that have educated some of our best and brightest: 
Western Literature, The Bible and Ancient Authors, Allegory and 
Epic, Mallory and Spenser, the Spenser Seminar, and the team- 
taught Culture of the Later Renaissance that Carol co-organized 
more than two decades ago with the participation of faculty 
members from nine different departments. It knows as well 
Cornell's multidisciplinary Renaissance Colloquium that Carol 
jump-started three decades ago and has nurtured to a level of 
national fame.


Carol's publications range with the same polyphrenia from 
dozens of acclaimed articles on Dante, Chaucer, neo-Platonism, 
and scripture to her definitive books on Ficino's De vita  (1989) 
and S p e n se r 's  B ib lica l P o e tic s  (1999). The principle animating 
them is a steady focus on D ich tung  with a heady dose of 
W ahrheit-r\o t th e  truth, or this or that truth, but a truth that 
poetry reflects in our pluralistic universe. This last phrase, drawn 
from the title of Carol's celebrated essay on Spenser, points to 
the synergy that has lit up her work since her graduate study at 
the Johns Hopkins University and her early teaching at the 
University of North Carolina at Greensboro, Duke University, and 
the University of Illinois.


For nearly four decades at Cornell, Carol has performed an enor
mous amount of heavy-lifting in the department of English, and 
has made it look easy. Among her colleagues in Medieval and 
Renaissance Studies across the college, she has been the wind in 
our sails and will remain a permanent player on Mount Olympus. 
To legions of students who have fanned out from Goldwin Smith 
Hall, she is a teacher beyond compare. In this way, too, you need 
to look outside Ithaca to find out what's going on here. We fully 
expect to do this, as Carol embarks upon a busy retirement that 
will have her contributing to conferences, publications, and a 
reprisal of teaching some of her most cherished courses.


-William J .  Kennedy 
C o m p a ra tiv e  L ite ra tu re


Reminiscences of the A rts  College  ^
D e p a rtm e n t o f E n g lish


as it was from 1963 to 1967


When Bob and I joined the faculty in 1963, there 
was plenty of money for education, and universities 
were sorely in need of Ph.D.s. In 1966, the 
Professors-at-Large Program and the Society for the 
Humanities were founded. Olin Library had just 
been built to house books and provide study space 
for faculty and graduate students. As a result, the 
college still has not one but two copies of basic 
books in every field. The example of Sputnik 
spurred governmental and nonprofit organizations 
(e.g., the NDEA) to pour money into all the disci
plines.


Courses We didn’t have grade inflation then. 
Professors routinely assigned students Cs and Ds. 
The typical jock and fraternity man aspired to what 
we all called the gentleman’s C. Final exams were 
routine even in English courses, scrawled in square 
exam books at scheduled hours in proctored class
rooms. In English, even the grad students had to 
take a factual, comprehensive written exam. The 
faculty could grade without fear or favor because 
they were not officially evaluated by the students.
As the Vietnam War heated up, professors went 
easy on the men to keep them out of the draft.


Except for Freshman English, courses tended to be 
large, the range of subjects small and traditional.


Intellectual Life The better students evinced a broad 
intellectual curiosity. Telluriders leaned more to the 
right than to the left. The students did form one 
protest group, the SFE or Students for Education. 
One of their grievances was the uniformity and the 
literary orientation of Freshman Composition. In 
response, the present system was instituted— one 
which broke the monopoly of the English 
Department over Freshman writing courses and cre
ated the dizzying array of subjects (143 in Fall, 
2002, and expected to increase), from which first- 
year students can choose today.


Social Life An atmosphere of genial playfulness pre
vailed— an atmosphere revived more recently by the 
appearance of a pumpkin on the tip of Uris Tower. 
Many people brought their dogs to campus. About 
half of the population smoked. The university had 
just given up the role of parent to the students and 
was starting to play the role of social worker.


There were quite a few women, at least in English 
courses. They were feisty, speaking up in class about


as much as did the men. Perhaps in consequence, 
the men tended to date women not from Cornell 
but from Wells and Ithaca College. Blacks, Asians, 
and Hispanics had not yet arrived in significant 
numbers, and those who had tended to keep or 
were kept to themselves.


Fraternities and sororities controlled the social life, 
but the bright, industrious students could still 
assemble their own circle of intellectual friends. 
After the students became politicized in opposition 
to racism and the Vietnam War, this distinction 
broke down because the counter-culture was 
inescapable and intrusive. The bright, the studious, 
and the stupid, along with many Greeks and faculty 
members, stood shoulder to shoulder. All was 
changed, changed utterly: A terrible beauty was 
born.


*Steve Parrish, Bruce Roebal, Mike Abrams, David 
Grossvogel, Marvin Carlson, Joe Dallett, Larry 
Williams, Felicia Ackerman (’68), and Tom Hill all 
helped to shape this memoir. All errors are of course 
my own; I welcome corrections and comments.







M. H. Abrams AT NINETY
Class of 1916 Professor Emeritus Meyer Howard 
Abrams, known to countless friends, colleagues, and 
students as Mike, turned 90 in 2002. M. H. Abrams 
remains without question the most distinguished 
scholar ever to be affiliated with the Cornell English 
Department. Between 1945, when he first began 
teaching in Ithaca, and his retirement in 1983, 
Professor Abrams’s name was virtually synonymous 
with literary studies at Cornell, and his presence con
tinues to be felt in the halls of Goldwin Smith in ways 
both tangible and intangible. He often shows up to 
check his mail, drop off manuscripts for typing, meet 
with students and colleagues, and generally play the 
role of elder statesman with all the geniality and grace 
at his command. His appearance at the colloquium for 
entering Ph.D. students last fall was a highlight of the 
semester for those in attendance, and plans for a repeat 
performance are already in the works. But Professor 
Abrams’s influence goes much deeper, showing itself 
above all in the atmosphere of intellectual openness 
and collegiality that the Cornell English Department 
exhibits at its best. Though Abrams has devoted much 
of his energy in the past twenty years to critiquing 
newer developments in literary theory, he has done so 
with an unfailing respect for his opponents that pro
vides a refreshing contrast to the name-calling and 
guerrilla tactics in which many academic polemicists 
engage.


The ability to explore a range of intellectual positions 
with sympathy and curiosity while reserving the right 
to question their claims has been at the heart of much 
of Professor Abrams’s scholarly work. While other crit
ics of his generation staked out rigid positions and 
defended them against all rival views, Abrams has 
always preferred to acknowledge the plurality of pro
ductive approaches to literary works, measuring their 
insights and their limitations alike with great tact and 
subtlety. The very tide of his magisterial study of 
Romantic aesthetics, The Minor and the Lamp (1953), 
suggests the equally compelling claims of mimetic and 
expressive theories of art. Abrams’s famous essay, “Five 
Types of Lycidas’ (1961), with its playful nod to 
Empson’s Seven Types o f Ambiguity, offers an elegant 
taxonomy of then-current critical approaches to a sem
inal lyric poem, noting the merits and defects of each. 
A later essay, “How to Do Things with Texts” (1979), 
provides a similarly balanced assessment of the reading 
practices of Jacques Derrida, Harold Bloom, and 
Stanley Fish. Abrams’s indispensable A Glossary of 
Literary Terms, which has gone through seven editions 
since its original appearance in 1957, has equipped 
coundess students of literature with pithy explanations 
of all the key concepts of literary criticism.


But Professor Abrams’s contribution to scholarship 
goes well beyond the rehearsal of other critics’ theories 
and arguments. His monumental work, Natural 
Supematuralism (1971), offers the fullest, most com
prehensive account of Romantic literature and its ren- 
ovative energies to be found in print, while The 
Correspondent Breeze (1984) gathers invaluable essays


on particular Romantic themes and 
genres. Indeed Abrams’s scholarship on 
the Romantic period is almost single- 
handedly responsible for conferring new 
interest and complexity on a body of 
literature that the New Criticism had 
largely dismissed as sentimental and flac
cid. Students and sometime colleagues 
of Abrams like Harold Bloom, Geoffrey 
Hartman, and Paul de Man built on his 
work to make Romanticism the corner
stone of theoretical reflections on literary 
language and rhetoric in the 1970s.
Abrams’s presence in the English 
Department alongside younger scholars 
like Stephen Parrish, Reeve Parker, Mary 
Jacobus, and Cynthia Chase established 
Cornell as a world center for Romantic 
studies.


Abrams’s most direct impact on class
rooms throughout the world has 
undoubtedly come through his general 
editorship of The Norton Anthology o f 
English Literature, and his close involve
ment in many other teaching anthologies 
published by W. W. Norton. The very fact that the 
Norton Anthology has for some critics come to repre
sent the canon in all its institutional hegemony attests 
to the remarkable staying power of this collection, 
which has dominated the field for four decades despite 
a host of challengers. Much of its success can be attrib
uted to Abrams’s insistence that the contents be con
tinually revised to reflect new interests and discoveries. 
With its formidable apparatus of period introductions, 
headnotes, textual notes, and appendices, the Norton 
set the standard for all subsequent scholarly antholo
gies, including those that codify emerging literatures 
by women and minorities.


Perhaps the accusation Professor Abrams has most fre
quently met is that of being unduly affirmative in his 
readings, particularly of Romantic literature. While 
fully acknowledging the tragic dimensions of the 
works he expounds, Abrams usually finds the balance 
coming out on the side of reconciliation or even joy.
In his essay “Rationality and Imagination in Cultural 
History,” he cheerfully admits that this may be a pure
ly temperamental bias, and those who know him can 
confirm that his essential disposition is toward gaiety 
rather than gloom. Even at rest his face seems to be 
perpetually smiling (for a stark contrast, consider just 
about any photograph of his prize student Harold 
Bloom). Both by precept and example, Mike Abrams 
has taught generations of students and colleagues not 
only how to read great literature, but how to draw 
strength and serenity from it in the face of life’s 
inevitable hardships.


-Roger Gilbert 
Department o f English


Saundra Morris (Ph.D . 1992) 
rece ived  th e  Bucknell U n ivers ity  
2 0 0 3  Presiden tia l Award for 
Teaching Excellence. An assoc ia te  
professor of English and senior 
fellow  of the  Soc ia l Ju s t ic e  college 
of Bucknell Un iversity, M orris co 
edited w ith Professor Joel Porte 
The Cambridge Companion to Ralph 
Waldo Emerson (1999). Sh e  also 
recen tly  rece ived  Bucknell 
U n ivers ity 's  Forest D. B row n  Award 
for prom oting com m unity serv ice  
and political action, an Inspirational 
Teaching Award from  the  Bucknell 
graduating c lass of 2 0 0 0 , and was 
appointed for a term  as th e  S tan ley  
J .  Kahrl V isiting Fellow of L ite ra ry  
M anuscrip ts at Houghton Library, 
H arvard  University. P ro fesso r M orris 
serves as the  D irector of G raduate 
Stud ies  in English  at Bucknell.


Lauren Weisberger (B .A . 1999) 
recen tly  published her first novel, 
The Devil Wears Prada (Doubleday, 
2 00 3 ).







Rethinking Race and Ethnicity at Cornell University
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the task force also 
realized that while 
the creation of 
Latino Studies 
(then called the 
Hispanic 
Am erican 


Studies Program ) 
and Asian Am erican Studies in 1987 


was a welcom e addition to the already estab
lished Africana Studies and Research Center 
and the Am erican Indian Program , the mere 
existence of these academ ic units had not 
answered the guestion of how well Cornell 
had system atically and effective ly addressed 
the larger issue of ethnic studies as a way of 
achieving a broad-based liberal education. 
The task force concluded that the university 
needs to provide more financial resources 
to develop and sustain these units as viable, 
autonom ous, and vital centers of academ ic 
study and research, and that it had to de
velop ways to dem onstrate how ethnic 
studies as a field of inguiry has significant 
implications not just for students belonging 
to racialized groups, but for all students. To 
put it another way, the task force found that 
it was now necessary to not just find ways to 
infuse new ideas and approaches into m ain
stream  culture (as the language of the 1975 
and 1984 Reports would have it) but to move 
beyond that to develop ways of dem onstrat
ing how ethnic studies engages with and 
transform s prevailing modes of knowledge 
production within the university.


The Task Force on Ethnic Studies issued its 
report in May 2003, and recom mended, 
among other things, increased funding for 
faculty lines and operating expenses for the 
respective programs, the funding of staff 
members for student support services, and 
the intellectual re-siting of ethnic studies 
within the institution of the university. As 
part of that effort to re-situate ethnic stud
ies, the report recom m ended that the 
Provost im m ediately appoint a faculty com 
mittee to explore the possibility of creating a 
center or institute for the com parative study 
of race and ethnicity. The task force recom 
m endations neither em erged from, nor enter 
into, an intellectual vacuum . One of the 
English Departm ent's recent capital cam 
paign proposals, for example, focuses on 
"Am erica's Cultures," and notes that faculty 
members in the Departm ents of English, 
Com parative Literature, and History, and in


the Asian Am erican, Am erican Indian, and 
Latino/a Studies programs are currently 
moving forward on various paths toward 
course and program developm ent in the 
study of com parative literatures and cultures 
of the Americas, by sponsoring courses at 
the graduate and undergraduate level that 
link ethnic Am erican literatures, cultures, 
and societies to one another and to 
canonical Am erican literature, and both of 
those to Canadian and Latin  Am erican litera
tures, cultures, and societies. Though it 
remains to be seen what institutional form 
the com parative study of race and ethnicity 
will take here at Cornell, it is c lear that this 
venture is tapping into already existing intel
lectual interests and energies. It is worth 
repeating here, as the Task Force on Ethnic 
Stud ies’ report is careful to note, that the 
creation of an institutional site for the com 
parative study of race and ethnicity is not 
m eant to absorb or displace the individual 
ethnic studies programs. The com parative 
work will provide a necessary com plem ent 
to, rather than a substitute for, the work cur
rently being undertaken by those programs.


The volum e of scholarly research and publi
cation that makes com parative analysis of 
race and ethnicity its operative category has 
been increasing of late. This would include, 
for example, research on African American- 
Am erican Indian relations, Asian-black re la
tions in both the United States and the 
Caribbean, Asian American-Latino-white 
relations in the United States, Chinese- 
Latino relations in Cuba, and Mexican- 
black-white relations in the United States. 
W hether working with a mode of comparison 
that proceeds by way of discrete 
juxtaposition (two or more racial/ 
ethnic groups examined against 
each within a white-other 
fram ework) or by way 
of entanglem ent


(includes whiteness as an axis of social 
relations but considers equally interactions 
between or am ongst various racial/ethnic 
groups), this com parative research both pro
vokes new questions and provides new 
understandings of the complex racial/ethnic 
landscape of the Am ericas. The em phasis on 
comparison opens up a way of tracking the 
dynam ic tension between discreteness and 
entanglem ent (the vicissitudes of identity 
politics might prove a useful example here) 
and tracking the political fortunes of the 
idea of d iscreteness across space and time.
It invites us to ask, for example, how the ide
ological and political valences and conse
quences of d iscreteness play them selves out 
at various historical junctures, and how his
torical and geographical contingencies deter
mine the respective foregrounding or back 
grounding of d iscreteness and entanglem ent 
within both academ ic and political discourse. 
The recom m endations of the Task Force on 
Ethnic Studies are significant in them selves 
for the ways in which they will shape the 
pedagogy and research on race and ethnicity 
on this campus, but they also point to some 
exciting new directions in the com parative 
study of race and ethnicity both nationally 
and transnational^.


' E x c e p tio n s  to  th is  in c lu d e  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f  M ic h ig a n 's  
P ro g ra m  in  A m e r ic a n  C u ltu re , w h ic h  in c lu d e s  u n d e r  its  
u m b re lla  A m e r ic a n  s tu d ie s , A fr ic a n  A m e r ic a n  s tu d ie s , 
A s ia n  A m e r ic a n  s tu d ie s , U .S . L a t in o  s tu d ie s , a n d  
A m e r ic a n  In d ia n  s tu d ie s .







FacultyNOTES


Stuart Davis received the College of Arts & 
Sciences' Paul Advising Award for his distin
guished work with students.


Alice Fulton received the prestigious Rebekah 
Jonson Bobbitt National Prize for Poetry from the 
Library of Congress for her poetry collection, Felt 


(W. W. Norton & Co., 2002).


Biodun Jeyifo's Wole Soyinka : Politics, Poetics, 


and Postcolonialism  will be forthcoming this fall 
from Cambridge University Press.


With essays on Louisa May Alcott, Dr. Seuss, L. 
Frank Baum, and Salman Rushdie, Alison Lurie's 
Boys and Girls Forever (Viking Penguin, 2003) 
examines classic children's fiction and its authors.


Pem broke M agazine honored Robert Morgan by 
publishing a collection of fiction in his name. His 
latest novel, Brave Enem ies, arrives this fall from 
Algonguin Books.


In F a c in g  A m e r ic a : Ic o n o g ra p h y  a n d  th e  C iv il 


W ar (Cambridge University Press, Fall 2003) 
Shirley Samuels explores the body of the 
nation imagined both physically and 
m etaphorically, arguing that the Civil War 
marked a dram atic shift from identifying the 
Am erican nation as fem inine to identifying it 
as masculine. Sam uels illustrates how the 
sim ultaneous advent of photography and the 
Civil W ar produced a changed understanding 
of how transform ative media can promote 
new cultural and national identities.


Daniel R. Schwarz published Broadway Boogie  


Woogie: Damon Runyon and the Making o f New  


York C ity Culture (Palgrave/St.Martin's Press, 
2003), treating the influence of Runyon's writings 
on New York City culture.


Former Chair of the English Department 
(1999-2002) and of the John S. Knight Writing


Program (1986-1992) Harry Shaw was recently 
appointed Senior Associate Dean to the College of 
Arts and Sciences and began his term in July. He 
assumes this position from Jonathan Culler, 
whose term ended in June.


With a critical range that carries her from 
Ralph Ellison to William  Faulkner, Sigm und 
Freud to Theodor Adorno, G. W. F. Hegel to 
Jo s e  Marti, Hortense Spillers's work has 
shaped and continues to reshape the fields 
of African Am erican cultural and literary c rit
icism, fem inist theory, and race studies for 
the past three decades. Her recently pub
lished B la ck , W hite , a n d  in C o lo r : E s s a y s  on  


A m e ric a n  L ite r a tu r e  a n d  C u ltu re  (The 
University of Chicago Press, 2003), gathers 
together for the first tim e her deeply influ
ential and equally political essays from the 
1980s forward.


NEW FACULTY


Members
Douglas Mao joined the faculty last fall as an associate professor. He received his B.A. degree in biology from Harvard in 1987 and a Ph.D. degree in 
English from Yale in 1993. He taught at Princeton from 1993 through 2000 and at Harvard for the following two years before coming to Cornell in 
2002. His principal field o f study is British, Irish, and United States literature, especially poetry and fiction. While his other interests include gender stud


ies, gay and lesbian studies, literary theory, aestheticism, and aesthetics, he has also been working on psychology and anthropology in the 
early twentieth century. His book, Solid Objects: Modernism and the Test o f  Production (Princeton, 1998) explores literary representations of 
inanimate things in relation to the legacy of aestheticism, the problem o f commodification, and the coalescence of existential crisis. He has 
also published individual essays on Stevens, Pound, the New Critics, Fredric Jameson, personal beauty in aesthetics, and the meanings of 
“culture” in the twentieth century; this year, he completed a long essay on Auden, another on Auden and Lewis, and a third on Adorno in 
relation to Judith Butler. His ongoing larger projects include a study o f modern literary thinking about human development and a collec
tion of essays on modernism co-edited with Rebecca Walkowitz of the University o f Wisconsin. He has served on the boards of the Center 
for Lesbian and Gay Studies, the Society for the Study o f Narrative and Literature, the Modern Language Associations (MLA’s) Division 
on Late-Nineteenth- and Early-Twentieth-Century English Literature, and the Modernist Studies Association (MSA). He will assume the 
presidency o f MSA for 2003-04.


Masha Raskolnikov is an assistant professor o f English literature. She earned her B.A. degree at Wesleyan University and her Ph.D. degree 
at the University o f California, Berkeley. She is currently working on a book tentatively titled Body and Soul: Middle English Debate and the 
Gender o f  Allegory, the research for which will be supported by her participation in the Cornell Society for the Humanities and in the 
Mellon seminar series during the 2003-04 school year, and by an American Council o f Learned Societies fellowship in the spring o f 2004.
At Berkeley she was the editor o f Critical Sense: A  Journal o f  Political and Cultural Theory. Her article, “Between Men, Mourning: Time,
Love, and the Gift in the Roman de la Rose" is forthcoming from GLQ: A  journal o f  lesbian and gay studies. In graduate school she published 
an article on Vladimir Nabokovs most Cornellian novel, Pnin, in a collection titled Nabokov at the Limits (Garland Academic Publishers,
1999), and she was thrilled, this past spring, to give a guest lecture on this text to the comparative literature survey course that Nabokov 
used tp teach. Her teaching and research interests include Middle English literature, Latin and vernacular medieval literatures, theories of 
representation, allegory theory, medieval philosophy and rhetoric, contemporary critical theory, feminist and queer studies, and theories of 
translation. At Cornell she has taught first-year writing seminars on the transformations that the story of the Trojan War has undergone through the ages, 
and on medieval understandings of the body. She also helped organize a conference titled Conversations in Feminist Theory. This fall she will be teaching a 
mixed graduate/undergraduate seminar tided “Sin, Confession, and the ‘Invention of the Human ” at the Society for the Humanities.







FROM THE CHAIR


The Department of 
English has had an 
exciting and reward
ing year, which we 
are glad to share 
with our friends and 
alumni. In the fall 
semester we were 
very proud to learn 
that Professor Alice 
Fulton was the win


ner of the Rebekah Johnson Bobbitt National Prize 
for Poetry, a prize sponsored through the Library of 
Congress and designed to recognize the most dis
tinguished book of poetry by an American author, 
published in the last two years. Professor Fulton’s 
prize-winning publication is her collection of 
poetry, Felt, published by W  W. Norton and 
Company. Many of you know Professor Fulton’s 
writing from her earlier books—Feeling as a 
Foreign Language, Sensual Math, Powers o f Congress, 
Palladium, Dance Script with Electric Ballerina, 
and Anchors o f Light. We urge you to continue 
to follow Professor Fulton’s career.


Meanwhile, another of our prize winners, Professor 
Robert Morgan, whose novel Gap Creek (Algon
quin Books), as many of you remember, was a fea
tured selection of Oprah Winfreys Book Club in 
2000, was honored with a special collection of fic
tion published in his name by Pembroke Magazine. 
Many of you will want to look for Professor 
Morgans new novel, Brave Enemies, forthcoming 
this fall from Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill. The 
Cornell English Department has been a very visible 
and lively place indeed for contemporary authors.
In the fall, through the sponsorship of the Eamon 
McEneaney endowment, we hosted a visit by the 
Irish writer Edna O ’Brien, whose novels— such as 
In the Forest, Down by the River, and Johnny I


Hardly Knew You—have brought contemporary 
Irish life to an international audience. This coming 
year the McEneaney fund will enable us to hear the 
Irish poet Seamus Heaney read from his works, and 
discuss the craft of writing, on the Cornell campus. 
We are proud and honored to have the opportunity 
to sponsor these events through the McEneaney 
endowment, which has been established in honor 
of our beloved alumnus, Eamon McEneaney, who 
lost his life in the World Trade Center towers on 
September 11, 2001.


We are celebrating the publication of Black and 
White and in Color: Essays on American Literature 
and Culture (University of Chicago Press) by our 
well-known critic and scholar of American and 
African American literature, Professor Hortense 
Spillers. Professor Spillers’s work has been at the 
forefront of African American and American literary 
criticism for many years. This new study gathers 
many of her most important contributions, and 
stands as a testimonial to her stature in her field. 
Many other ongoing projects have kept us busy and 
productive in 2002-03. Among these are Professor 
Mary Pat Brady’s new book, Extinct Lands,
Temporal Geographies: Chicana Literature and the 
Urgency o f Space, which has captured the attention 
of critics in her field of Latino/a studies and beyond; 
Professor Timothy Murray’s Digital Intensities: 
Electronic Art, Baroque Vision, and Cultural Memory 
(University of Minnesota Press); and Professor 
Biodun Jeyifo’s new Modem African Drama: Norton 
Critical Editions 
(W W  Norton 2002).


We sent 98 seniors out into the world this May at 
our Commencement event. We wish them all the 
best of luck in the years to come. In May 2004 
we are calculating that our graduating class will 
number about 150 strong— the largest in recent


memory. We are inclined to attribute this growth 
to our devotion to teaching and to the engaging 
diversity of our undergraduate courses, in classes 
such as Professor Wetherbee’s “James Joyce’s 
Ulysses,” Professor Sawyers “Politics and Culture in 
the 1960s,” Professor Gilbert’s “Introduction to 
Modern Poetry,” and Professor Samuel’s 
“Nineteenth-Century American Novel.” But what
ever the explanation, we are eagerly welcoming the 
new influx of students of English and American lit
erature. Next year will see the rebirth of the English 
Majors’ Club, and, with a little luck and a litde 
extra support from our alumni and friends, we may 
be able to provide our students with a Hallway 
Lounge of their own, in the English alcove on the 
second floor of Goldwin Smith Hall.


Meanwhile, we hope all our friends and alumni 
across the country and the world are still reading 
the literary and cultural works that we devote our 
lives to creating and understanding here in the 
English Department. These works, as we all know, 
can lead us to meanings, insights, and hopes that 
we might not easily find in other places. They can 
help us see beyond ourselves and our times.


Best wishes,


Laura Brown
John Wendell Anderson Professor o f  English


English
^ A T  C O R N ELL


250 Goldwin Smith Hall 
Ithaca, NY 14853-3201
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Helena Maria Viramontes: Into the Wild


In This Issue


SPECIAL TOPIC: THE 


FEMALE LITERARY 


IMAGINATION


This edition of English at Cornell 


looks at the work of recent women 


writers from two angles. The first 


article, an interview with Helena 


Maria Viramontes, concerns the 


position of a woman writing about 


and for marginalized and disenfran


chised members of American 


society. The second concerns a 


poem from the most celebrated 


recent collection of poems in 


English: Sylvia Plath’s Ariel (1963). 


In his close analysis, Professor 


Roger Gilbert shows why the 


neglected poem 'The Night Dances” 


is, in his opinion, Plath’s 


masterpiece.


CORNELL
U N I V E R S I T Y


Helena M aria Viramontes, one of the m ost 
v ital and  influen tial new  voices in  U.S.
Latino literature, has been a m em ber of the 
Cornell English D epartm ent since January, 
1995, teaching  courses in  creative w riting  
and  American e thn ic  literature. V iramontes 
grew up  in  California, the  daughter of 
M exican im m igrants. She graduated  from  
Im m aculate Heart College in  1975, and  in 
1994, she received her MFA from  the 
U niversity of C alifornia a t Irvine. 
V iram ontes’s first book, The M oths and  
Other Stories (Arte Publico Press, 1985), now  
in  its second edition, treats the lives of 
Chicanos in  the barrios of Los Angeles; its 
stories have been reprin ted  in  m any 
anthologies, includ ing  a standard  college 
textbook (Introduction to Literature, 
HarperCollins 1996). Her second book,
Under the Feet o f  Jesus (1995; rept. Penguin 
1996), draws on her experience of m igrant 
labor in  n o rthern  California. In 1996, 
Viram ontes received the  John  Dos Passos 
Prize for Literature. She has also co-edited 
tw o anthologies of C hicana w riting  and  has 
just com pleted a new  novel, her m ost 
am bitious work. In the  follow ing interview, 
conducted by staff w riter Emberly Nesbitt, 
V iram ontes reflects on  the urgencies th a t 
drove her w ork as a C hicana w riter and  on 
the place of e thn ic American studies in  the 
academy.


Emberly Nesbitt: What are you 
working on now?
The novel th a t is alm ost done is called Their 
Dogs Came W ith Them. It was an  idea th a t I 
had  go tten  about m y ow n reflections and 
experiences, feeling w hat Lorna Dee 
Cervantes calls m y "excuse m e" tongue. As 
a Latina, as a w om an Chicana, m y language 
is som ething th a t I have always had to  fight 
w ith, because I’m  n o t a Spanish speaker, nor 
am  I an  English speaker. A lthough English is 
the  prim ary language th a t I write in, I do 
n o t feel com fortable in  it at all.


The novel began w ith  a question th a t I 
posed to  myself. W hat is happen ing  in  East 
Los Angeles regarding th e  gang violence? 
W hy is it th a t w e’re getting  to  a p o in t where 
we are so vicious w ith  each o ther th a t i t ’s 
n o t enough to  fight one on  one, b u t one 
has to  kill a two-year-old brother, one has to  
kill a son, one has to  kill a m other, in  order 
to  get back? The repaym ent is m ore costly 
now. W hat happened  to  us?


There are four m ain  characters in  this 
novel, whose stories I try  to  tell as com 
pletely as possible. O ne is a young female 
gang m em ber w ho w ants to  be a boy; her 
nam e is Turtle. She w ants to  get o u t of the  
gang. I have ano ther character, Ben, a 
tw enty-two-year-old USC student, w ho’s 
incredibly brilliant, b u t very m entally  ill. I 
have a w om an, Tranquilina, whose m other 
crossed the  border w hen she was p regnant 
w ith  her so th a t she could be in  the  land of 
freedom . T ranquilina is a m inister; she 
m inisters to  the  very poor and  marginalized, 
b u t she has no  faith. And Ermila is just a 
fifteen-year-old C hicana w ho is try ing to  get 
th rough  school, find a job and get th e  hell 
ou t of the  barrio. These four m ain  charac
ters intersect w ith  one ano ther constantly, 
un til at the  very end they  all m eet together 
and  th e n  som eth ing  horrendous happens.


It has taken four years to  write th is 
novel. It’s taken so long because I d id n 't like 
it a t first. Perhaps th a t’s because I had  to  be 
honest in  the  way I was looking at things, 
our ow n racism and sexism w ith in  our 
culture, the  m arginalization th a t people 
experience w ith in  our society. All these 
characters were so m arginal, they  were even 
m arginalized from  the  margin! I had  to  trust 
where the  characters were going to  take me 
and  I just d id n 't like w here they  were going.
I d id n 't like th e  fact th a t Ermila was a 
cliche, a w om an w ho is sexually active. I 
d id n 't like Tranquilina, w ho was submissive 
to  her m other, the  real m inister of the 
family. Ben! Ben, w ho was so pained!
W riting about h im  was a trem endous 
difficulty for me because I felt his pain. I 
m odeled h im  after m y b ro ther w ho's now  in 
rehab and  w ho's been m entally  ill. Since I 
can rem em ber as a young  kid, he's always 
had  pain  in  his face. But it's so hard  for me 
to  begin to  conjure the  m ental anguish th a t 
becom es a physical pain.


For me the  challenge was trying to  find 
th e  hope an d  the  ligh t in  these very dism al 
lives. Under the Feet o f  Jesus in  a way was so 
easy because it was a spiritual experience. 
You have th is young  w om an com ing of age 
in  the fields, very archetypal. Plus, she's a 
great character! She's v ibran t and strong and 
confiden t in  her ability to  take care of 
things, th ough  the ir world is very shaky.
The novel just rolled along and  I though t 
th a t was th e  experience of w riting a novel.
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Then I did th is one and  it was very painful. 
It still is. And I d o n 't know  quite w hat 
makes it so o ther th a n  the  exam ple of Ben 
and  the  challenge of try ing to  find hope.


D uring th e  tim e th a t I was excavating 
these characters 1 began looking at the  real 
world th a t they  lived in  and  all of a sudden 
the  image of the  freeway, of th e  com ing of 
the  freeway, of the  d ism antling  and  the 
am putation  of com m unities because of the 
freeway becam e very sym bolic to  me. And 
so for the  greater part of the  novel a huge 
overpass looms. The shadow  of the  arc th a t 
these characters are under is a freeway. This 
is stuff th a t I really d id n 't plan, but th is is 
w hat's happening.


This novel is the  biggest th ing  I've ever 
w ritten. For a long tim e I th o u g h t it was 
incredibly unruly. It was like th is crazy 
adolescent th a t was just wild on  the 
streets. W hat I began w ith was a 
question  about gang violence.
W hat I ended up  w ith  was a 
com m unity  of people w ho have 
been dissected from  the ir own 
selves and  the ir ow n com m unity.


What are you going to do next?


I th in k  w hat I w ould like to  do  is to  
write a screenplay, just get back to  
w riting som ething tha t's  totally  
different, som ething th a t will challenge 
me in  a totally  different way, th a t will be 
fun. And it's going to  be a Western! This 
is som ething th a t I had started back at 
the  Sundance Institu te on M odesta Avila. 
She was the  first convicted felon of 
Orange C ounty  and was im prisoned in  San 
Q uentin  in  1883 for th e  obstruction  of the 
railroad. M odesta Avila was a M exican 
w om an w ho had  a little piece of land where 
they  bu ilt the  railroad. She pu t a laundry  
line across the  railroad and I though t, m an, 
tha t's  a great sym bol of resistance! A
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laundry  line across th e  railroad! T hat’s the 
way I start the  treatm ent: th e  flapping of 
th e  sheets and  her bloom ers as the  train  
stops.


Several years ago, after I cam e ou t of 
Sundance, I did a th irty -m inu te  teleplay, 
w hich was produced and  shot by th e  AFI. 
It's still, as they  say, "in the cans." W riting 
th a t screenplay trained  me to  write better 
and look at im agery—setting, lighting. 
W hat one can do w ith  light! You can set a 
w hole m ood of a person's world by where 
you p u t the light bulb in  the ir room . If you 
really can 't th in k  of w hat a character is all 
about, th in k  of w hat th a t character sur
rounds herself w ith. It tells you so m uch 
m ore sometim es.


Your book, The 
Moths and Other 
Stories, is nar
rated by Latinas 
and Chicanas of 


, all ages. What 
does your book 


: say about these
\ women's lives?


The m ajority of 
those stories 
were w om en 
th a t I knew. 
Now, "The 
M oths" was 
n o t about my 


0ntes real g rand
m other, it 
was n o t 


autobiographical.
And the voice, th a t was m ore like 


Estrella's sort of voice, n o t m ine. I was a 
good kid, very submissive. I always felt bad 
for m y m om , because she had eleven people 
to  take care of and  she was always w orking 
so hard. As a very young  kid, I'd  go to  
school and  she 'd  be washing, I'd  com e back 
and  she 'd  be w ashing—six hours, seven 
hours she 'd  be washing.


D uring m y college years I m et all types of 
w om en. Arlene, for exam ple, in  "Miss 
Clairol," the  story th a t I w rote th a t's  in  the 
Oxford Anthology o f Women Writers, I knew 
her well. She had  four kids at the  tim e. She 
was a teenage m other. She d id n 't know  how  
to parent. The one th ing  th a t am azed me 
about th is w om an, and th a t I respected her 
for, was th a t she was trying hard  to  take care 
of her kids w ith  no  resources, no  back-up 
plan. And I though t, som eone has to  pay 
tribute to  th a t trying.


"The Broken W eb” was an  interesting 
story. I knew th a t w om an; she w ent to 
prison for invo lun tary  m anslaughter for 
eighteen m onths because they  proved th a t 
her husband  was so m entally  torturous. She 
got a shotgun  and  poin ted  it a t his chest 
across th e  kitchen table, sho t h im  while her 
kids were screaming, p u t it dow n, re-loaded 
the  gun and  shot h im  again. That's w hy 
they  caught her. It w asn 't insanity. It w asn’t 
anything, m an, she had just had  enough!


He\ena Maria \jitartv


W hat was so am azing about th a t story to 
m e was th a t w hen  I w ent to  th e  court 
records, I saw she had w ritten  in  very 
broken English how  m uch she loved her 
husband, and  I though t, th is is a trip! I was 
too  young  and too  m uch of an am ateur to 
get it from  her po in t of view. I th o u g h t I 
was going to  w rite it in  broken English, but 
it d id n 't work and tha t's  w hy I started it out 
w ith  the  child w ho witnesses the  murder. 
Again, I was just try ing ou t m y heels w ith 
th is idea of storytelling.


How did you get the details for the 
migrant farm workers in Under the 
Feet o f Jesus?
Well, we used to  do grape picking in  the 
summ ers. My father only  had a th ird  grade 
education. He was a hod carrier, som eone 
w ho carries cem ent. They m ix the  cem ent 
in  big buckets w ith  a stick and th e n  he 'd  
carry it up  to  the  scaffolds and dum p it so 
th a t the plasterers d id n 't have to  get down. 
It's m ule work. He did it for years. A family 
of eleven, th a t's  a lo t of people. So in  th e  
sum m ers w e'd get in  the  back of the  pickup 
truck and drive to  Fresno, w here we had 
som e aunts, and  pick grapes for th e  summer. 
Those kind of experiences never leave you. I 
rem em ber the  heat and  the  d irt penetrating  
th rough  our clothes—even th rough  our 
boots, that's  how  h o t it was. The beating  of 
the  sun, fin ishing the  work and th en  just 
having your w hole body f e e l . . . it's just an 
unim aginable ache, to  be covered from  head 
to  toe, saturated w ith  sand. Things you 
d o n ’t forget.


W hen I started  th e  story, all I had  was a 
question. I had  a young girl and I had  a 
barn  and  th e  young  girl w anted  to  go in to  
the barn, so I had to  excavate w hy she 
w anted to  go there. Then I had  to  see the 
obstacles th a t were keeping her from  going 
there. And that's  w hat m otivated m e to  start 
w riting the  story.


U nconsciously as you 're  w riting for 
m onths and m onths, you have to  keep all of 
your senses open, you have to  keep your 
eyes focused on  th e  scene in  your head, the 
smells, th e  tastes, w hat you 're hearing, in  
order to  get a m ore real picture of w hat's in 
your head. As you 're doing th a t all your 
senses do begin to  open, so th a t after you 
wake up  from  this hallucination  and you 're 
walking the  streets, the  grass smells greener, 
th e re’s m ore of an in tensity  in  conversation 
th a t you pick up, there 's m ore fascination 
w ith  your world because you 're seeing the 
world in  th a t urgency, th a t space. I call it a 
"hypersensitivity." T hat’s w hat I experi
enced w hen w riting Under the Feet o f  Jesus. I 
was feeling alive. I'd  be driving and I'd  see a 
bird flying and I'd  see th e  stick in  its beak, 
and  im m ediately th a t m eant so m uch  to  
me, and I'd  make sure th a t I d id n ’t forget 
th a t image and  the  way th a t the  salt 
smelled, the dirt.


Background: Map of Eastern Los Angeles.
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I th in k  Cornell has a very progressive, 
very exciting oppo rtun ity  to  establish a 
hard-core Latino Studies program , has the 
opportun ity  to  do one of the  best program s.


What has your experience been teach
ing at Cornell?


Cornell is one of the  best in  the  n a tion  in 
term s of English literature, of reading and 
w riting, and one aspect of it is the  creative 
w riting faculty. We have such a big creative 
w riting program  and  we're all involved in  
teaching and  we're all involved as part of 
the departm en t and  are respected for it.


What can you tell me about the 
process o f writing?
W hat I've learned from  w orking on  th is 
novel is th a t perseverance is absolutely 
essential, and  th a t one really m ust have 
faith  in  the im agination  to  deliver—even in  
term s of looking at the  stuff you 've w ritten 
and realizing th a t i t’s n o t th a t good. Three 
m on ths later if you go back and  read w hat 
you wrote, reread th a t stuff th a t you 
th o u g h t was shit, there 's some pretty  good 
stuff in  there. Your im agination  delivers a 
lo t m ore th a n  you th ink . You as the  writer 
are th e  filter, the  controller, you sort of give 
it a pattern , a form. It's like a foo tprin t in  
the  sand. You can ’t  contro l the  beach, you 
can 't con tro l the  ocean, you can only  pu t 
your foo tprin t in  th e  sand and stand there 
and take everything in  at th a t m om ent.


I always go back to  th is passage th a t I 
have m y students read from  Into the Wild.
It’s about th a t young super tram p w ho 
decided he w anted to  be a wilderness guy 
and  graduated from  some East Coast 
college, th e n  traveled for fourteen m onths, 
ended up in  the  wilderness som ewhere near 
Alaska, and  basically starved to  death. There 
was som ething th a t captured people's 
im agination  about th e  spirit of th is young 
m an w ho w anted to  go and  be self-suffi
cient, w ho gave up everything, tu rned  his 
back on everything, to  becom e sort of a 
transcendental walker of the  universe. In 
one chapter, the  au tho r tells w hy he was so 
interested in  th e  young m an. O ne day while 
clim bing a rock th e  au thor slipped and fell 
and  there, alone on  th is glacier-like m o u n 
tain, he cam e to  the  realization th a t he 
cou ld n 't really clim b to  the top, bu t he 
cou ldn’t really go to  the  bottom . W hat to 
do? It's in  th a t instance, he said, in  th a t 
survival m ode w hen  all th e  trivia falls apart 
and  it is only  the  nex t step, th a t nex t grip, 
the  breathing, th e  calmness, th e  frustration, 
th e  terror all com e in to  one; and  for me, 
tha t's  the  perfect space for a writer. That 
am ount of survival. W hen you 're writing, 
you write to  survive. W hen you write you 
have to  w rite w ith  authority, to  let people 
know  th a t th is  character is incredibly 
im portan t because they  have an im portan t 
story to  tell and you 're going to  learn 
som ething from  it. It'll help  you in  your 
survival w ith  the  real world.


What do you think the place o f politics 
is in writing?
W hen I talk about politics, w hen I introduce 
the  w ord in to  any creative w riting course, 
there 's always th a t in itial "O h m y god, is 
th is going to  be dogm a, rhetoric, pedagogy, 
didactic?" The first th in g  I tell m y students 
is th a t you have to  define w hat politics 
really m ^an: "frameworks of u nderstand 
ing." If you are aware of your environm ent, 
you can understand  your reality. This is 
probably th e  only  coun try  w hose writers 
d o n 't feel th a t urgency to  engage in  the 
political as in  o ther countries.


A w riter like Amos Oz has to  w orry about 
Israeli state politics; for th e  longest tim e the 
w hite South African writers were w riting 
about apartheid. W hen you have those 
kinds of expedient realities, of course you ’re 
going to  w rite about them  and  you ’re going 
to  w rite about them  w ith  a certain  convic
tion , a certain  urgency, and  also a certain 
vision. You’ve got to  have som e insight!
Even having no  insight is an insight! Do we 
have it here? I th in k  we have forgotten. We 
have forgotten th a t urgency, and  you can 't, 
because w hen you sit dow n to  write, it's a 
political act. It's about tim e th a t we begin to  
look at our lives w ith  a certain  aliveness. 
Politics really helps me understand  reality 
better, n o t in  a didactic way, bu t in  an 
intellectual, inform ed way. We writers really 
have to  do th a t m ore, because people are 
dying. If w riting or storytelling is our 
w eapon, we should  begin using it as 
effectively as we can.


What authors have been major 
influences on your work?


Toni Cade Bambara was som ebody I read 
and  read and read and  constan tly  re-read.
As a C hicana writer, th e  w om en th a t 
influenced me th e  m ost in  m y ow n develop
m ent, or at least gave me perm ission to  
w rite the  stories I w anted  to  write, were 
black w om en writers of the  late 1970s: Alice 
Walker, G w endolyn Brooks, Toni Cade 
Bambara. In those days, we C hicana writers 
were still sending m im eographed copies to  
each other. We were still developing as 
writers. My generation—Sandra Cisneros, 
Ana Castillo, Denise Chavez, Lorna Dee 
Cervantes, Terri de la Pena—we were all in  
our tw enties and all very desperate, too 
isolated to  com e together as a com m unity  
of writers, bu t we knew we were ou t there! 
Having th ings in  p rin t was som ething th a t 
just w asn 't available to  us, but black w om en 
writers were in  prin t, and  th a t gave m e a lo t 
of excitem ent and perm ission to  w ork w ith  
politics and  to  w ork w ith  being a female.


What can you tell me about the 
Latino Studies program at Cornell?


We have a lo t to  offer. From th e  C hicano 
Studies departm ents in  th e  southw est grew a 
small cauldron of C hicana fem inist scholars 
w ho began teaching our work, collecting 
th e  m im eographs, and fighting to  have 
C hicana writers as required reading. They 
w eren 't saying, "Look, these writers are for 
us, Chicanas." They were saying, "These are 
im portan t American writers. Check it out! If 
you d o n 't acknowledge it now, you 're gonna 
miss out." And that's  the way Latino Studies 
has to  be. It has to  say, "You know  what? 
Dam n, w e're good. Listen, w anna get in  on 
th is or you 're  gonna be left out." Not, 
"Please, oh  please, just consider th is faculty 
m em ber."


I get such w onderful little gifts. O ne 
studen t w rote me a poem  about m y office. 
A nother studen t actually m ade th is little 
handm ade card. They're just so kind to  me 
and  so sweet. They give me a lo t of love, 
and I give them  a lo t of love, too. I allow 
them  the  security to  be them selves and 
engage w ith the ir ow n em otions in  a place 
th a t is safe, a place th a t is therapeutic, and  a 
place w here you 're  ready for anything.


We get a lo t of em otional work done in 
the  w riting courses. I tell them , "This is 
probably the  one opportun ity  th a t you have 
at Cornell to  engage w ith yourself, to  
explore yourself, to  see w hat you can do, to 
see how  m any  tim es you can fail, to  see how  
m any mistakes you can use. Take advantage 
of it, d o n 't be a fool, and d o n 't th in k  th is  is 
going to  be an  easy class." I am  rarely 
disappointed. I ask them  n o t only  to  learn 
about them selves, but to  learn about each 
other. And they  do. They com e together, 
they  always com e together.


i
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“The Night Dances”: 
Sylvia Plath’s Private 
Masterpiece


BY ROGER GILBERT


W hile I d o n 't have statistics to  prove it, I 
would guess th a t th e  m ost popular poetry 
book of th e  last fifty years is Sylvia Plath's 
Ariel. I base th is h u n ch  largely o n  the  book’s 
appearance at virtually every yard sale I've 
ever browsed th rough . I've read and  taugh t 
Plath's book m any tim es over the  years, and 
though  I con tinue to  m arvel at its dram atic 
power and im aginative energy, I do have 
certain misgivings about it. For instance, 
while I adm ire the  brilliance of th a t fero
ciously theatrical poem  "Daddy," having 
been one myself now  for som e years I can 't 
help w ondering w hether Plath is entirely 
fair to  her subject, a lowly professor of 
entom ology w hose gravest crim es seem to 
have been dying w hen  she was eight and 
being G erm an. Then there 's th a t o ther 
theatrical tour-de-force "Lady Lazarus," 
w hose speaker describes her repeated suicide 
attem pts as a strip tease and  th en  excoriates 
us for w atching. These and  o ther poem s in 
the  book have helped to  solidify its reputa
tio n  as a w ork of pathological self-display, 
anticipating in  the  violence of its language 
and em otion  th e  biographical fate of its 
author, w ho took her ow n life at the  age of 
thirty-one.


Yet there is ano ther side of Ariel, a 
tenderness and  w arm th th a t som e critics 
have insisted is as central to  the  book as th e  
darker passions it voices. M ost of the  poem s 
were w ritten  w hile Plath was living alone 
w ith  her tw o young children, following the 
painful breakup of her marriage to  Ted 
Hughes. Difficult as it m ust have been for 
Plath to  cope w ith her ow n em otional and 
dom estic instability  along w ith  the de
m ands of her m use in  the  wake of such a 
disastrous episode in  her life, she evidently 
was able to  find  a fragile solace in  the 
com pany of her ch ildren—especially her 
in fan t son Nicholas, about w hom  several of 
Ariel's poem s were w ritten. One poem  in 
particular seems to  m e to  escape bo th  
bathos and  bluster while a tta in ing  a delicate 
balance betw een grief and  joy.


"The N ight Dances" is a poem  I've read 
m any tim es over th e  years w ith  a m ixture of 
perplexity and fascination, bu t it's only 
recently th a t I've com e to regard it as a true 
m asterpiece. There's a reason it took  me so 
long to  appreciate the  poem —th e same 
reason, I suspect, th a t there 's been virtually 
no  critical com m entary  on  it. "The N ight 
Dances" is a willfully private poem . W here 
P lath's m ost fam ous poem s stage the ir own 
conflicts and  confron tations w ith Kabuki- 
like intensity, "The N ight Dances" deliber
ately w ithholds its subject from  the  reader, 
alm ost as if p ro tecting  it from  our intrusive 
gaze. As a result th e  poem  can seem obscure, 
even opaque, as it d id  to  me for years. Yet in 
fact it has a very specific subject, albeit one 
th a t rem ains unspecified in  th e  poem  itself. 
Help com es in  the  form  of a one-sentence 
no te  in  the  1981 Collected Poems, edited by


Ted Hughes: "'The N ight Dances.' A 
revolving dance w hich her baby son 
perform ed at n igh t in  his crib."


How does th is in form ation  affect our 
reading of the  poem ? Based on  m y own 
experience I w ould have to  say th a t "The 
N ight Dances" is a m uch  better poem  w ith 
the  no te  th a n  w ithou t it, th ough  no t 
necessarily an  easier one. Once w e're able to  
recognize the  hum an  occasion at the  poem 's 
source, its cryptic particulars begin to  
coalesce, and  we can hear bo th  the sadness 
and  the sweetness of its m usic w ith a new 
clarity. At bo ttom  th is is a poem  about the 
m ost com m on source of parental grief: the 
awareness th a t the  child  one loves today 
will be a different child tom orrow, th a t one 
can 't hold  on  to  the  ephem eral im pressions 
he or she throw s off in  every passing 
m om ent.


The question  rem ains: w hy did Plath 
choose to  leave the poem  so enigm atic? In 
the  end, it's difficult to  separate th is poem 's 
aesthetic and  em otional power from  w hat I 
w ant to  call its privacy. Plath 's refusal to 
describe her son dancing in  his crib draws a 
veil betw een the poem  and its readers th a t 
facilitates its atm osphere of quiet intimacy. 
If P lath’s best-know n poem s are works of 
confessional theater perform ed in  full view 
of an  audience, "The N ight Dances" 
approaches th e  ideal cond ition  of lyric 
poetry as defined by John  Stuart Mill and 
N orthrop  Frye: we do n o t hear it, we 
overhear it.


A few words m ust first be said about the 
poem 's form. "The N ight Dances" is 
arranged in  fourteen tw o-line strophes; it 
thus contains exactly twice as m any lines as 
a sonnet. The lengths of these lines vary 
dramatically, from  two syllables to  twelve. 
This com bination  of stanzaic regularity and 
prosodic freedom  allows the  poem  to evoke 
b o th  the  sym m etry and  spontaneity  of the 
baby's dance. Line breaks are also variable; 
of th e  poem 's tw enty-eight lines, ten  end  in  
periods or o ther end punctuation , five in  
com m as or dashes, and  the  rem aining 
th irteen  are enjam bed, often  sharply. The 
h igh  incidence of en jam bm ent gives the 
poem  an unusually  strong gravitational 
pull; syntax and  m eaning are constantly  
being tugged dow nward, a vector th a t takes 
on  great m etaphorical p rom inence in  the 
course of the  poem . This effect is enhanced  
by th e  alm ost to ta l absence of end-rhym e, 
w hich tends to  stop the eye and  ear, 
how ever briefly. O nly tw o occur in  the 
poem : "heaven" and  "given" in  lines 22 and 
23, and  "hair" and "Nowhere" in  lines 26 
and  28, w hich ends th e  poem . The latter 
instance strengthens the  poem 's closure, 
like the  rhym ing couplets th a t conclude 
Shakespeare's sonnets; in  effect it tells us 
w e've arrived a t the  ground floor.


Rhythm  too emerges as a vital constitu 
en t of the  poem . Though it lacks a regular 
meter, the  poem  does establish a kind of 
rhy thm ic signature th a t recurs th roughout: 
a strong syllable followed by two weak 
syllables, th en  one strong and  one weak, or 
in  technical term s, a dactyl followed by a 
trochee. In several instances the pattern  is


The Night Dances
SYLVIA PLATH


A smile fell in  the grass.


Irretrievable!


And how  will your n igh t dances 


Lose them selves. In m athem atics?


Such pure leaps and spirals—


Surely they  travel


The world forever, I shall n o t entirely 


Sit em ptied  of beauties, th e  gift


Of your small breath , the  drenched grass 


Smell of your sleeps, lilies, lilies.


Their flesh bears no  relation.


Cold folds of ego, the  calla,


And the  tiger, em bellishing itself—


Spots, and  a spread of h o t petals.


The com ets


Have such a space to  cross,


Such coldness, forgetfulness.


So your gestures flake off—


W arm and hum an, th e n  the ir pink light 


Bleeding and  peeling


Through th e  black am nesias of heaven. 


W hy am  I given


These lamps, these planets 


Falling like blessings, like flakes


Six-sided, w hite


O n m y eyes, m y lips, m y hair


Touching and  m elting.


Nowhere.







created th rough  the 
con junction  of present 
participles or gerunds:
"Bleeding and  peeling,"
"Falling like blessings,"
"Touching and m elting."
In the  contex t of "The 
N ight Dances" th is falling 
cadence takes on  a 
m ournful p langency th a t 
deepens the  poem 's 
pathos.


The poem  begins w ith  a 
series of quick, short 
sentences th a t establish 
th e  speaker's sardonic 
a ttitude tow ard loss. "A 
smile fell in  the  grass": th is V/ 
opening m etaphor is m ade 
strangely indeterm inate by 
the  lack of a possessive 
pronoun  and  the  absence of any narrative 
context. All we know  is th a t the  smile and 
the  w arm th  it betokened are hopelessly lost, 
like a dropped key or contact lens. The 
exclam ation th a t follows mixes fury, 
resignation, and  am usem ent: "Irretriev
able!" Plath's usage is ironic, as though  
m ocking the  very n o tio n  th a t one m ight 
retrieve such th ings as fallen smiles. But in  
the  nex t line loss comes nearer, as signalled 
by th e  appearance of the  second-person 
possessive: "And how  will your n igh t dances 
/ Lose them selves. In m athem atics?" In 
effect, we m ove from  a generic instance to  
an idiosyncratic particular w hose m eaning 
is essentially personal. Even w ith  Hughes's 
gloss, th e  phrase "your n igh t dances" 
retains a certain  opacity, as th ough  it 
belonged to  a private language we could 
only  translate w ith  the aid of a dictionary. 
Having established the  axiom atic natu re  of 
loss, Plath now  introduces us to  a special 
case whose em otional im port clearly 
exceeds any smile's. Yet even here her tone 
rem ains faintly sardonic. There's an  alm ost 
scientific sang-froid in Plath's choice of 
interrogative p ro n o u n —n o t "w hether," 
"why," or "w hen," bu t "how "—th a t suggests 
she takes th e  loss of these cherished dances 
as a foregone conclusion, speculating only  
on  the  m anner of the ir departure. "In 
m athem atics" m ay seem a curious answer, 
b u t it in troduces a key dichotom y, betw een 
the  w arm th and im m ediacy of physical 
presence and  the cold abstraction of pure 
form.


In th e  nex t lines Plath m oves from  the 
brisk syntax and  detached stance of the 
opening stanzas to  an extraordinarily  fluid, 
lyrical sentence th a t seems to  im itate the 
spiraling dance th a t inspires it, w hile fully 
disclosing the  speaker's em otional invest
m en t in  her subject. "Pure" is a nearly 
obsessive term  for Plath, conno ting  b o th  
innocence and sterility; here it describes the 
geom etrical perfection of the  baby's dance, 
at once a cause for praise and  a foreboding 
of its eventual loss "in m athem atics." 
D ropping th e  m ask of scientific inquiry, she 
now  enters a visionary space in  w hich the  
baby's m otions take on  a life of the ir own, 
traveling like m eteors or radio waves 
th rough  the cosmos. The speaker's tortured


hopes are m irrored in  the 
to rtu red  syntax of her 
assertion: "I shall n o t 
entirely  / Sit em ptied of 
beauties." The "beauties" 
she im agines herself 
possessing m odulate in 
the  course of the  sentence 
from  the  nearly abstract 
"leaps and  spirals" of the 
dance to  m ore intim ate, 
olfactory sensations: "the 
gift / /  Of your small 
breath, th e  drenched grass 
/  Smell of your sleeps." 
These least tangible, m ost 
ephem eral of im pressions 
join the  baby's m ove
m ents as gifts to  be kept, 
if on ly  in  memory. Grass, 
w hich had previously 
swallowed up  the  fallen 


smile, now  signifies th e  rich fecundity  of 
sleep and the  sheer sensual availability of 
the  child 's body. The sentence ends w ith the 
w ord "lilies," lovingly repeated in  a kind of 
soo th ing  incan ta tion . Through th e  agile 
leaps and  spirals of th is sentence we've 
m oved from  the  cold purity  of m athem atics 
to  the  warm  in tim acy of touch  and  smell, 
an an tinom y  the  poem  as a w hole co n tin u 
ally works to  bridge.


Yet as if recognizing th a t "lilies, lilies" 
represents a false or forced cadence, n o t a 
genuine resolution, Plath im m ediately turns 
against it: "Their flesh bears no  relation." 
This is perhaps the  m ost problem atic line in 
th e  poem , b u t clearly its basic gesture is to  
reject the  im plied equation  betw een the 
baby's flesh and  th a t of lilies. "Bears no  
relation" w ould th en  m ean "has n o th in g  in 
com m on"—presum ably w ith  th e  child in  
the  crib. By eliding the  expected preposi
tional clause, however, Plath allows the 
phrase to  take on o ther resonances as well. 
Thus "Bears no  re la tion” can suggest the 
bearing of children  and  all th e  hum an  
relations they  entail, a process in  w hich the  
lilies do n o t participate. "Relation" can also 
m ean verbalization (as in  "relating a story"), 
im plying th a t the  lilies d o n 't w arrant the 
kind of poetic a tten tion  Plath lavishes on 
her son and  his dances.


In any case it's clear th a t these lilies, 
w hich a m om en t earlier had  provided the 
lyrical conclusion to  Plath's catalogue of 
beauties, have now  becom e positively 
m enacing in  the ir otherness: "Cold folds of 
ego, the  calla, / /  And the  tiger, em bellishing 
itself— / Spots, and a spread of ho t petals." 
In these lines th e  lilies have polarized in to  
opposite, equally dangerous extrem es th a t 
em body contrasting  aspects of adu lthood— 
the  egoism of th e  calla lily and the  preda
tory  sexuality o f th e  tiger lily—bo th  of 
w hich th rea ten  the  purity  and  innocence of 
the child  in  his crib. The lilies thus repre
sent th e  divided realm  of adult experience, 
w ith  its segregation of m ind  and  body, its 
war of reason and  desire, its oscillation 
betw een self-concealm ent and  self-display. 
All these divisions are encoded in  the  basic 
opposition  betw een hea t and  cold w hich 
governs m uch  of th e  poem 's m etaphorical


m ovem ent. Both extrem es are anathem a 
to  the  baby's dance, w hich Plath later 
describes as "warm  and  hum an ," and  the 
poem 's im aginative labor can therefore be 
understood in  part as a struggle to  
preserve a tem perate zone free from  the 
incursions of b o th  calla and  tiger, fire and  
ice.


The them atic  an tinom ies no ted  above 
con tinue to  inform  th e  next lines, w hich 
transport us from  the  realm  of flowers to  
outer space: "The com ets / /  Have such a 
space to  cross, /  Such coldness, forgetful
ness." "Com ets" picks up the  short “o" 
and "t" sounds th a t dom inated  the 
previous line, "Spots, and  a spread of ho t 
petals," w hile translating  th e  sexual heat 
of the  tiger lily in to  a m ore celestial form. 
But the  image also returns us to  P lath’s 
hopeful supposition  th a t her son's 
m ovem ents "travel the world forever.” As 
she now  recognizes, th is perpetual 
journey com es at an  enorm ous cost, 
thanks to  the  Second Law of T herm ody
nam ics. Simply put, a warm  object 
passing th rough  cold space will even tu 
ally cool off, a process Plath associates 
w ith  forgetfulness, since a loss of heat 
also entails a loss of ligh t and thus of 
visibility. In the  nex t lines she explicitly 
applies th is principle to  the  baby’s dance: 
"So your gestures flake off— //  Warm and 
hum an, th e n  the ir p ink  light /  Bleeding 
and peeling / /  Through the  black 
am nesias of heaven." The m other's grief 
at the  transience of her child 's m ove
m ents now  returns to  the  center of the 
poem , b u t a new  and  disturbing physical- 
ity  has en tered  Plath 's language; words 
like "flake," "bleeding," and  "peeling" 
suggest th a t the  ch ild ’s dance involves 
m utila tion  as well as beauty. It's as if each 
gesture tears off a piece of the baby, 
leaving him  slightly w ounded and 
dim inished. Plath 's desire to  rescue these 
ephem eral m ovem ents thus represents 
som ething m ore th a n  aesthetic greed. In a 
real sense she is try ing to  keep her son 
whole, to  guard h im  against the  inevi
table abrasions of tim e and  space.


The second phrase—“W hy am  I 
given"—introduces the  poem 's final, 
p laintive plea, whose unspoken corollary 
is "only  to  have them  taken away." Yet 
som ething extraordinary happens in  the 
course of the ensuing lines, w hich  offer a 
final oblique portra it of the baby's dance: 
"These lamps, these planets /  Falling like 
blessings, like flakes //  Six-sided, w hite / 
O n m y eyes, m y lips, m y hair / /  Touching 
and  m elting. / Now here." In these 
concluding lines Plath's rem arkable gift 
for m etaphorical transform ation  shows 
itself in  full force. The dem onstrative 
p ronoun  "these" brings th e  gestures closer 
to  us, locating them  in  the  same linguistic 
space as speaker and reader, yet the ir form 
rem ains radically unstable, as they 
m etam orphose from  lam ps to  planets, 
th e n  by way of sim ile ("falling like") to  
blessings and finally to  flakes. A family 
resem blance connects "lam ps" and 
"planets"; b o th  are sources of light and 
h ea t albeit on  very different scales,
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variations on th e  com ets and th e  pink- 
lighted gestures. "Blessings" is a m ore 
abstract term , looking back to  "beauties" 
and "gift," w hile also carrying overtones of 
its Romance m eaning, w ound, as in  the  
French "blessure.”


But "flakes" is the  stroke of genius, the 
image on  w hich the  w hole poem  turns. Six 
lines earlier "flake" was a verb h in tin g  at 
decay or erosion: "so your gestures flake 
off.” Now "flakes" is a no u n  th a t evokes the 
geom etrical beauty and  purity  of the baby's 
"six-sided, w hite" m ovem ents. By tu rn ing  
the  gestures from  m eteors to  snowflakes, 
Plath decisively alters b o th  the ir tem pera
ture and the ir trajectory; they  are no  longer 
glowing objects hu rtling  in to  the  outer 
reaches of th e  galaxy, bu t frozen crystals 
gently  descending to  earth. This transform a
tio n  m ay at first seem cruel, given Plath's 
earlier associations of falling w ith  loss and 
coldness w ith  forgetfulness. But the Second 
Law of Therm odynam ics works bo th  ways: 
if it causes w arm  objects to  grow cold, it can 
also make cold objects warmer, depending 
on the ir env ironm ent. And these flakes are 
landing n o t on  the  frozen ground, bu t on a 
w arm  body: "O n m y eyes, m y lips, m y hair." 
We've returned  from  the  abstractions of 
space to  the  realm  of the  body, bu t now  it's 
th e  m other's body receiving and  cherishing 
her baby's gestures. The trope of snowflakes 
m elting on  skin allows Plath to  bridge all 
th e  linked an tinom ies th a t had  previously


seemed unbreachable: betw een m athem atics 
an d  biology, form  and  substance, cold and  
w arm th, presence and memory.


The last two lines of the  poem  are 
curiously rem iniscent of its first two. Both 
stanzas describe th ings falling and disap
pearing, and  bo th  have as the ir second line 
a one-w ord sentence th a t seems to  confirm  
the  absence or inaccessibility of the  fallen 
object. Yet they  differ p rofoundly  in  their 
tone and  m etaphorical im plications. 
"Touching and m elting" balances dissolu
tio n  w ith  contact and w arm th, and  w hen 
we recall th a t the  surface in to  w hich the 
flakes m elt is the  m other's skin and hair 
rather th a n  the  grass, we realize th a t in  fact 
they  are n o t lost a t all; instead they 've been 
absorbed in to  the  flesh of memory, where 
they  will con tinue to  nourish  her as she has 
nourished her child. Even the  poem 's final 
sentence, line, and  word, "Nowhere," w hich 
sounds like a pure negation  of th e  dance, 
can actually be taken as a veiled affirm ation. 
Snowflakes, after all, do n o t cease to  exist 
w hen they  m elt, though  they  can no longer 
be located spatially. Indeed I would suggest 
th a t the  "Nowhere" of the  last line is 
precisely the no-place of memory, of 
im agination , of language and  of poetry— 
m ore specifically th e  place of th is poem . If 
the  n igh t dances have disappeared at the 
end of the poem , it's because they 've 
disappeared in to  the  poem  itself; and  while 
we can 't see them  there—Plath tells us


alm ost n o th in g  about them  in  a literal 
sense—we can still feel the ir power, w arm th, 
and  radiance.


A final po in t about "Nowhere": h idden  
w ith in  th is w ord is a kind of graphic pun  
th a t Plath surely in tended, given her subtle 
grasp of th e  m olecular structures of lan
guage. Split the  w ord in  two and  th is is 
w hat you get: "Now /  here." These two 
words are especially pure instances of deixis, 
the  power of language to  po in t to  som e
th in g  w ithout nam ing  it. W hat they  po in t 
to  is sim ply the  present, bo th  spatial and 
tem poral. There are two ways to  in terpret 
th is h idden  act of pointing . O n th e  one 
h an d  th e  here and  now  being evoked is the 
m om ent of the  dance itself, the  m om ent 
w hen its gestures are still fresh and  warm, 
before they 've disappeared. U ltim ately it is 
th is m om ent the  poem  seeks to  ho ld  and 
prolong, even while recognizing its essential 
transience. In th a t sense Plath's "now  here" 
is a variation  on  the  classic them e of "Carpe 
diem " or "seize the  day": since these dances 
are destined to  vanish  forever, we m ust 
savor every nuance of them  as fully as we 
can, now, here. But of course those words 
p o in t to  a d ifferent here and  now  as well: 
th e  tim e and  place of the  poem , the  "now " 
of reading, the  "here" of the  lines. That is 
th e  locus in  w hich th e  n igh t dances go on, 
each tim e a reader tu rns to  page 18 of Ariel.
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O prah show is one
of th e  p hone  calls," says Robert M organ, 
Kappa Alpha Professor of English and 
au tho r of Gap Creek, one of th is  year’s 
O prah Book Club selections. Gap Creek and 
its au thor were featured on  "The O prah 
W infrey Show" on  February 17, 2000, the 
second tim e in  twelve m on ths th a t a 
Cornell-affiliated w ork had been selected. 
(Last fall the  show  featured Vinegar Hill, by 
Cornell MFA M anette Ansay '91.)


"W hat I find  astounding  about the 
O prah p h enom enon  is th a t she tends to  
pick books of literary quality  and  sophistica
tio n  and  gets a mass audience to  read 
them ," says M organ. "The secret is in  the 
way she connects w ith  the  audience. She 
says, 'I love th is  book' and  they  th ink , 'If 
she was m oved by th is book, I will be also.'"


O prah's Book Club debuted in  1996 and 
has already helped launch  m ore th a n  th irty  
best sellers. No one b u t the publisher and 
the  au tho r know  the  nex t O prah book u n til 
the  day it is announced  on the  show. 
Publishers inform  booksellers, "We have the 
nex t O prah book," and send boxes stam ped


"O prah Book Club" w ith  instructions n o t to 
open them  un til the  date of the ann o u n ce
m ent.


A lgonquin Press prin ted  about a half
m illion  copies of Gap Creek to  be available 
in  bookstores the  day O prah announced  
M organ’s novel as the book of the  m onth . 
Gap Creek spent th irteen  weeks on  the  New 
York Times best seller list, fourteen weeks on 
Publisher's Weekly, and  n ine  weeks on  USA 
Today (which includes paperback and 
hardback as well as children 's books). It was 
a num ber one best seller in  C anada for 
several weeks and  for 36 hours was num ber 
one on  Amazon.com.


The talk show  host often  chooses books 
about w om en overcom ing hardships. Gap 
Creek, set in  turn-of-the-century  Appalachia, 
features Julie H arm on, w hose story m ade 
the  New York Times book reviewer confess, "I 
w anted to  cry 'Uncle!' and  go bury  th is 
novel in  m y backyard, som eplace w here it 
w ou ldn 't slip in to  m y dreams. I cou ldn 't 
take it anym ore, and  I m ean th a t as a 
com plim ent."


The tap ing  of the  show, M organ says, 
"tu rned  o u t to  be one of the  easiest gigs I've 
ever done. W hen they  bring you in to  the 
studio, th e  biggest job is signing all the  
copies. Then I got to  sit around and  listen to  
nice th ings about m y book." The show 
featured a short profile on  M organ edited 
from  footage shot on  location  at Gap Creek 
in  N orth  Carolina. Guests included Rory 
Kennedy, whose recent film  docum ents the 
life of a fam ily from  eastern Kentucky.


"O prah is doing w hat publishers have 
always w anted to  do," says M organ. "She 
has m illions of people reading good fiction, 
people w ho w ould norm ally be reading 
Danielle Steele. She's upped  the  quality  of 
the  books people are reading . . . and  she's 
changing th e  readership in  the  country."


The paperback of Gap Creek is due out in 
October from  Sim on and  Schuster.


The Head of the Class
"C ertainly at Cornell we see th a t im portan t 
researchers and writers can still be dedicated 
and gifted teachers," says Daniel R. Schwarz, 
recipient of Cornell University's 1999 
Stephen H. Weiss Presidential Fellow for 
effective, inspiring, and distinguished 
teaching of undergraduates. Last October, 
the th ree 1999 Weiss Fellows were an 
nounced  at a d inner for 600 trustees and 
council m em bers. The lifetim e designation 
carries a $25,000 award, distributed over 
five years, and follows Schwarz's 1998 
Stephen and M argery Russell D istinguished 
Teaching Award. He has also been selected 
n ine  tim es by th e  N ational Endow m ent for 
th e  H um anities to  direct sum m er seminars.


In his thirty-tw o-year teaching career at 
Cornell, Schwarz has published books on 
such subjects as Joyce, Conrad, and  Wallace 
Stevens. His m ost recent book, Imagining the 
Holocaust, discusses how  Holocaust narra-







FACULTY NOTES
B arry A dam s's Coming to Know: Recognition 
and the Complex Plot in Shakespeare (Peter 
Lang, 2000) uses Aristotle's conception  of 
anagnorisis (recognition) to  study recurrent 
features in  th e  plays, particularly the 
com edies. Frederic Bogel's The Difference 
Satire Makes: Rhetoric and Reading from Jonson 
to Byron, fo rthcom ing from  Cornell Press, 
attem pts a m ajor revision of the  theory  of 
satire by  arguing th a t satire emerges n o t 
sim ply ou t of a difference betw een the 
satirist and  the  object of satire b u t from  a 
com plex play of iden tification  and  distance, 
in tim acy and  repudiation . L aura B row n's 
Fables o f  a New World: Culture and Modernity 
in Eighteenth Century England (Cornell Press
2000) studies images in  English m aterial 
culture and  literature—figures such as 
sewers, ta lking apes, and  th e  noble savage— 
in  order to  define m odern ity  as it em erged 
in  the  18th cen tury  [see English a t Cornell, 
Fall 1999]. Ellis H anson 's  Out Takes: Essays 
on Queer Theory and Film, forthcom ing  from  
Duke U niversity Press, collects essays on  gay


and  lesbian cinem a. C aro l Kaske's Spenser 
and Biblical Poetics (Cornell Press 2000) 
shows th a t contradictions and  inconsisten
cies in  imagery, religious doctrine, and 
secular ideas in  Spenser's w ork train  the 
reader to  discern th e  com plexity—and, in 
some cases, the  unknow ability—of tru th . 
Joel P orte  has co-edited, w ith  Saundra 
Morris, a new  N orton Critical Edition of 
Emerson's Prose and Poetry.


Last year, th ree events at Cornell h o n 
ored and  recognized the  w ork of English 
departm en t faculty. In th e  fall M. H. 
A bram s delivered the  Harder lecture on  the 
relations betw een literature and  the  natural 
world. This event is sponsored each year by 
Cornell P lantations and  endow ed by Torrey 
Harder. O n th e  occasion of A lison Lurie's 
retirem ent, the  English D epartm ent 
sponsored an  afternoon  of readings and 
rem iniscences in  her ho n o r by four form er 
students, all of w hom  are now  established 
writers of fiction. (Lurie's m ost recent book 
is a fairy tale from  Russia, The Black Geese.) 
Fred Parkin, a Cornell alum nus, has en 


dowed an  annual lecture series in  h o n o r of 
Jam es M cC onkey. The inaugural M cConkey 
reading, w hich featured the  writer Tim 
O'Brien, was preceded by eloquent testim o
nies to  Jim 's enduring  influence as a teacher 
and  m entor.


In 2001 Ken M cC lane will appear on  a 
WKET Educational Broadcast on  James 
Baldwin. This year Scott M cM illin  was co
w inner of the  Sohmer-Hall Prize for best 
work on  early theater history  for The Queen's 
Men and Their Plays. T im  M urray  was guest 
editor of tw o special issues, covering film, 
video, and new  media, of th e  journals Wide 
Angle and Sites. In the  fall M ark Seltzer will 
be D istinguished Chair in  American Studies 
at H um boldt-U niversity in  Berlin. A 
sym posium  honoring  th e  w ork of H ortense  
Spillers was held  in  January  2000 at the 
U niversity of Pennsylvania. H elena M aria 
V iram ontes received an  honorary  D octorate 
of H um anities from  St. Mary's College, 
where she also delivered the  com m ence
m en t address.


NEW FACULTY
M ary P at Brady,
w ho com es to  
Cornell from  a 
position  at Indiana 
University, received 
her Ph.D. from  UCLA 
in  1996. This year 
she w on the  Forester 
Prize, given for the 
best essay to  appear 
in  the  journal 
American Literature in  


1999, for "The C ontrapun tal Geographies of 
Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories."
Her teaching and  research interests include 
C hicana/o  studies, American literature, and 
the  study of race and gender. Her book 
Extinct Lands, Scarred Bodies: Chicana 
Literature and the Production o f  Space is under 
contract w ith  Duke U niversity Press. Her 
next book project will concern the  relations 
betw een the  US-Mexican border and 
narcotics laws.


tives evolve to 
include 
fantasy and 
parable as we 
m ove farther 
away from 
the  original 
event.
Imagining the 
Holocaust 
traces the 
connection  
between 
narrative and 
m em ory in  
twenty-five 


m ajor literary works and films, ranging from 
m em oirs and diaries to  historical and 
docum entary  novels and, finally, to  fables 
and  cartoons. It includes such crucial works 
as L anzm ann’s Shoah, Weisel's Night, Levi's 
Survival in Auschwitz, The Diary o f  Anne 
Frank, Kineally's book an d  Speilberg's m ovie 
of Schindler's List, and  Spiegelman's Maus.


•
 R eginald  S hepherd


received his MFA 
degrees from  Brown 
U niversity and  the 
U niversity of Iowa 
and  taugh t at N orth 
ern  Illinois University 
before com ing to 
Cornell. His books of 
poetry, all from  the 
U niversity of Pitts
burgh Press, are Some 


Are Drowning (w inner of the  Associated 
W riting Programs' Award in  Poetry); Angel, 
Interrupted; and  Wrong, w hich appeared th is 
year. He has received grants from  the 
National Endow m ent for the  Arts as well as 
m any o ther awards. His interests are poetry 
w riting, m odern  and contem porary  poetry, 
poetics, and gay and  lesbian studies.


In th ink ing  about the  audience for his 
books, Schwarz says, "I always write as a 
teacher, posing and  answering the questions 
readers raise about the  books I discuss." He 
likes to  th in k  of each of his classes as a 
"com m unity  of inquiry" w here students are 
com m itted  n o t only to  the  teacher, bu t to  
the  subject and to  each other. Quick to 
po in t out th a t his success as a teacher 
depends on  the rem arkable pool of under
graduate ta len t at Cornell, Schwarz believes 
th a t good teaching depends on  building the 
bridge between the  classroom  and the 
student's private space, and  th a t em ail helps 
to  m ake th a t possible. Each week of the  
semester he sends an  em ail ou tlin ing  topics 
for discussion and  requires participation  in 
on-line discussions. He m eets classes 
inform ally for d inner and  discussion and 
plans annual reunions. S tudents are 
strongly encouraged to  share news of their 
extra-curricular activities, such as articles 
they  m igh t have w ritten  for the  Cornell 
Daily Sun, participation  in  dram atic and 
m usic groups, and  athletics.


E lizabeth
D eloughrey  received 
her Ph.D. in  English 
in  1999 from  the 
U niversity of 
M aryland. Her 
dissertation, "An
tipodean  Archipela
goes: Post-Colonial 
Cartographies in 
Caribbean and 
Pacific Island 


Literatures," investigates the  intersections 
betw een regionalism , nationalism  and  
diaspora in  contem porary  Pacific and 
Caribbean literature. She is currently  
researching th e  historiography of these two 
regions for a book. Her o ther teaching and 
research interests include post-Colonial 
theory  and literature and  ethnic/fem in ist 
theory.


In troducing  students to  w hat he calls the 
"Cornell O ptics"—the  art m useum , the 
cinem a, and  the  architecture of th e  cam 
pus—Schwarz encourages them  to  explore 
the relationship  between m odern art, 
m odern  architecture, and m odern  literature. 
According to  Melissa Maerz '00, "he pu ts a 
Picasso-like face on  m odernism , always 
encouraging everyone to  see the  tex t from  
as m any view points as possible." Peter Stahl 
'99 po in ts out, "His passion for teaching 
engaged me, his in tellect and ideas inspired 
m y own, and  his friendship helped to  guide 
m e th rough  some of th e  m ost difficult 
decisions of m y life."


"1 Want to  teach students how  to  write 
clearly, read perceptively, to  speak lucidly, to 
develop confidence, to  grow, and to  th ink  
creatively," says Schwarz. "The Weiss caps 
off a life th a t has been lived at one univer
sity. I care passionately about teaching and 
th e  life of th e  Cornell com m unity. This 
award is perhaps the  accom plishm ent of 
w hich I'm  proudest."







Letter from the Chair
HARRY E. SHAW


Twenty years ago, half the D epartm ent of 
English m oved to  new  offices in  Rockefeller 
Hall. For some of us, th is m eant having an 
office of one's ow n for th e  first tim e. The 
space we entered  was beautiful, w ith  freshly 
sand-blasted brick walls in  the  corridors and 
new  shelves lin ing the office walls. The 
w indows were large, and they  opened. The 
floors were of varnished fir. The change 
seemed m ost satisfactory, and  I suppose th a t 
m any graduates of th e  program  will recall 
attend ing  office hours in those pleasant 
surroundings.


As I write, tw enty-odd m em bers of the 
departm en t have m oved ou t of Rockefeller, 
b u t are n o t yet in to  the ir new  offices in 
G oldw in Sm ith Hall. (Occupancy is slated 
for the  beginning of August.) Ham m ering, 
pain ting , and the  laying of carpet are 
occuring on  the  first and  second floors of 
G oldw in Sm ith Hall. Our m ove back to  
G oldw in Sm ith is part of a larger m igration 
resulting from  th e  seem ingly simple 
decision to  dissolve the  D epartm ent of 
M odern Languages and  house the  lecturers 
w ho teach foreign languages in  the  college 
(whose offices were all in  M orrill Hall) w ith 
the  foreign literature departm ents. This 
m eant finding space—a good deal of space, 
in  some key instances—adjacent to  such 
literature departm ents as Asian Studies, 
Romance Studies, and  G erm an. In some 
cases, the  literature departm ents are the 
ones w ho are m oving, in  others, the 
departm ents housed nex t to  the  literature 
departm ents. We are m oving from  
Rockefeller to  make way for teachers of 
Asian languages. Romance Studies is m oving 
to  join the ir language teachers in  Morrill 
Hall, and in  the  process they  are m aking 
room  for us in  G oldwin Sm ith. One result of 
th is gam e of musical chairs should be 
strengthened  teaching of bo th  foreign 
languages and  foreign literatures.


Academics do n o t relish changing their 
offices. It's no t sim ply th a t m oving is 
disruptive, th ough  the work of placing one's 
books on  unfam iliar shelves should n o t be 
underestim ated. Half a scholar's professional 
life is spent alone, th ink ing  and  writing. 
Most of us grow attached  to  the  locales in  
w hich our solitary work occurs. New places 
can be distracting, and  it can be frustrating 
to  leave a spot w here we know  (or th in k  we 
know) w here everything is to  be found. 
W hen the m ove was first announced , a 
certain  am oun t of gloom  surfaced. This has 
subsided. Despite the m ajor inconvenience 
of having the ir professional libraries packed 
away in  cardboard boxes for a sizable chunk 
of the  summer, m y colleagues have been 
generous and forbearing. But th a t is th e  way 
w ith  our departm ent.


In the  end, th e  advantages of our move 
to  G oldw in Sm ith should  be substantial.
O ne bonus will accrue tw o years hence, 
after ano ther series of moves n o t otherw ise 
involving us. At th a t tim e we will take 
possession of the  Binenkorb Center, w hich 
currently  houses the adm issions office for 
the College of Arts and Sciences. The space 
will prove an ideal venue for departm ent 
m eetings and a superb lounge, and  it will


give us an 
excellent, 
m uch-needed 
place in  w hich 
to  hold 
lectures, 
readings, and 
receptions.


The m ost 
substantial 
benefit of 
having the 
D epartm ent of 
English un ited  
in  G oldwin 


Sm ith Hall will be less tangible. Finding 
ourselves under one roof should  increase 
the  energy th a t com es from  in teraction . In 
the  inaugural issue of th is new sletter th ree 
years ago, Jo n a th an  Culler w rote of w hat he 
called, w ith  suitable irony, " the  vision 
th ing"—th e  desirability of supplem enting 
the  openness and  tolerance th a t have been  a 
hallm ark of the  departm en t w ith a greater 
sense of shared purpose. F inding ourselves 
together in  a single building should  help 
here. It should  also help w ith  w hat we 
m ight call "the synergy th ing ," as new  
dialogues and collaborations emerge.


The past year has brought changes of 
o ther kinds. Am ong them  are th e  departures 
of th ree valued colleagues. M ary Jacobus is 
leaving us for th e  U niversity of Cambridge, 
and  Shirley Samuels for Delaware. As is 
usual w ith  senior m em bers of th e  depart
m ent, Professors Jacobus and  Samuels are 
taking leaves of absence, to  test new  waters. 
It is therefore allowable for us to  harbor the 
hope th a t they  m ay bo th  return . A junior 
m em ber of our departm ent, Jackie Goldsby, 
will also be leaving us to  join the  D epart
m en t of English at the U niversity of 
Chicago. D uring her tim e here, she added 
m uch  to  th e  strength  of our offerings in 
African-American literature. W e're very 
sorry to  lose her, and  we w ish her our best.


The loss of three valued colleagues in  a 
single year com es as som eth ing  of a shock. 
Dem ographic considerations suggest, 
however, th a t it is a harbinger of the  future. 
In the  nex t fifteen years, the  departm en t 
will rem ake itself. Looking quite a distance 
in to  the  past, it is possible to  recall a period


in the  mid-1960s w hen the  departm ent 
hired  two lecturers in  creative w riting 
nam ed A. R. Am m ons and Alison Lurie. We 
m ust hope th a t some of the  magic th a t 
brings such th ings to  pass still lingers in 
Goldwin Sm ith Hall.


C ertain th ings rem ain  the  same in  the 
departm ent. O ur teaching continues to 
garner prizes. Rick Bogel w on a Russell 
D istinguished Teaching Award th is year, and 
D orothy M erm in's w ork in  heading  the 
M ellon M inority  U ndergraduate Fellowship 
Program  was recognized by a Paul Advising 
Award. G raduate students in  the  departm ent 
w on five different teaching awards for their 
work as instructors of First-Year W riting 
Seminars.


Som ething else th a t has n o t changed is 
th e  strong support we receive from  our 
alum ni and  friends. A substantial anony 
m ous gift th is year solidified our sum m er 
support for MFA candidates. D onations 
m ade th rough  th e  Friends of English 
underw rote end-of-sem ester parties for 
undergraduate classes and  the  visit of a 
Shakespearean actor. They also enriched 
ano ther event. This spring, Jona than  
W ordsworth, a descendent of the poet, 
delivered a lecture to  celebrate a remarkable 
Kroch Library exhib ition  of texts and 
artifacts associated w ith  the  British Rom an
tic poets. This exhib ition  was draw n from  
the  d istinguished collection of our former 
graduate studen t Paul Betz, w ho also gave a 
talk. To add to  th is  already rich brew, Mary 
Jacobus invited four m ore recent graduates 
of our Ph.D. program  for a m ini-conference 
on Rom antic literature held on  the  day 
following th e  Jo n a th an  W ordsworth lecture. 
Our form er graduate students gave sparkling 
papers and elicited spirited discussion—as 
well they  m ight, since they  now  teach at 
Georgetown, M ichigan, W illiams, Texas at 
Arlington, and  Brandeis. Support from  the 
Friends of English helped bring them  here. 
We look forward to  hosting sim ilar events in 
the  future. It was good for our current 
graduate students to  see how  far two 
generations of the ir predecessors had  come, 
and w here they  had arrived. It was gratify
ing, too, for the ir form er teachers to  be 
rem inded of the  con tinued  existence of a 
trad ition  of teaching an d  scholarship of 
w hich we can all be proud.
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An Interview with Biodun Jeyifo
by Paul Sawyer


Once upon a time English literary studies in the U.S. 
observed the borders of two major English- 
speaking nations-America and Great Britain. In the 
multicultural world of the twenty-first century, such 
a limited approach to English literature has become 
untenable, in large part because major works in 
English are produced by writers from around the 
world, as well as writers within both the U.S. and 
Britain who write without a sense of Anglo- 
American identity. This issue of English at Cornell is 
devoted to the effect of that profound change on 
the Department of English at Cornell, where ten of 
the fifty or so faculty members belong to the Third 
World and Minority Studies Caucus-a ratio of 
nearly one to five which, as Biodun Jey ifo  points 
out in the lead article, is unprecedented in major 
U.S. institutions. As a result, Cornell 
undergraduates may study the theater of Wole 
Soyinka alongside the plays of Shakespeare, or the 
structure of a Cherokee hand-woven basket 
alongside the structure of a sonnet.


Biodun Jey ifo  (known to friends and colleagues as 
" B J " )  is a distinguished critic and theorist of 
postcolonial literature and culture. His books 
include The Popular Yoruba Travelling Theatre of 
Nigeria, The Truthful Lie: Essays in the Sociology of 
African Drama, and, most recently, Modern African 
Drama (a Norton Critical Edition). In the interview 
that follows, B J  ranges broadly over such topics as 
his youth in Nigeria, the nature of postcolonial 
studies as a field, and the unique opportunities 
facing the Cornell English department today. In the 
article beginning on page 2, Laura Donaldson 
(Cherokee) uses the concept of “ transculturation" 
to explain how native peoples have adapted to 
cultural traumas.


Paul Sawyer: How would you define 
the field of postcolonial studies and 
Anglophone writings?


Biodun Jeyifo: It is an “emergent” field that is not 
monolithic but has many divergent and even contra
dictory currents within it. Not long ago, the name 
“postcolonial studies” applied only to writings from 
formerly colonized regions of the world. But it now 
includes writings from around the world that con
cern the central place of colonialism, slavery, and the 
diasporic shifts of hundreds of millions of people 
from the Third World to the West in the making of 
the modern world. You can see from this that we 
are talking really about a mega-field that cuts across 
many other fields and disciplines and that generates 
many new, intellectually exciting possibilities as well 
as great theoretical and methodological problems.


What specifically has the  field contributed to 
the study of English?


A major achievement of colonial/postcolonial and 
Anglophone studies is to have made very visible 
writers and literary and cultural traditions that were 
simply off the radar screen of English studies or 
comparative literature about three or four decades 
ago. Since 1975, writers like Chinua Achebe, Derek 
Walcott, Wilson Harris, Wole Soyinka, Bessie Head, 
Salman Rushdie, Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Bharati 
Mukherjee, Michael Ondaatje, Kazuo Ishiguro—a 
whole range of “Anglophone” writers and writ
ings—have become not only highly visible but 
almost canonical in twentieth-century English-lan- 
guage writing.


I went to a colonial university in Nigeria. We mosdy 
had British literature with a sprinkling of American 
lit, and no African lit, no Caribbean lit, no South 
Asian writers and writings at all. None, absolutely. 
And it wasn’t as if there were no African writers, no 
Caribbean or South Asian writers. It was simply that 
these writers and the literary and cultural traditions


continued on page 4







On Remaking the World: 
Lessons from American Indians


by Laura E. D onaldson


Like most Americans, I have spent many moments 
since September 11 trying to grasp both the act 
itself and the endless chain o f depressing events fol
lowing in its wake: Afghanistan, the newly rekindled 
war between Israel and Palestine, threats o f nuclear 
conflict between India and Pakistan, Enron, 
ImClone, the Catholic Church’s sex abuse scandals, 
and the tenuous economy, to mention only the 
highlights. Although many have rediscovered faith 
communities or a renewed social activism in their 
search for understanding, I have immersed myself in 
the lessons o f my own Cherokee culture and history. 
This history teaches me to situate September 11 in 
the larger context o f other traumas that have 
occurred on American soil. For example, as many as 
5,000 Cherokee people perished during the forced 
march to Oklahoma known as the Trail o f Tears— 
or, more accurately translated, “they were crying in 
that place.” If one includes all related fatalities (the 
injured and ill who died after reaching Oklahoma), 
the number may have reached 10,000. Cherokee 
oral tradition is replete with stories acknowledging 
the terror o f what historians euphemistically call 
“removal,” and its physical, spiritual, and social 
wounds may never be completely healed. Through 
its “good mind,” however, the Real People survived 
this catastrophe and began creating a new home in 
the lush, green mountains of northeastern Okla
homa. Wilma Mankiller, former principal chief o f the 
Cherokee Nation, has described “being of good 
mind” as being able to think positively, taking what 
is handed out and turning it into a better path (p. 
226). Mankiller herself survived devastating injuries 
from a car crash, a diagnosis o f muscular dystrophy, 
multiple kidney transplants, and acute lymphoma by 
practicing this attitude: “After that, I realized I 
could survive anything. I had faced adversity and 
turned it into a positive experience—a better path. I 
had found the way to be o f good mind” (p. 229).
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G o r n ell


Perhaps no tradition embodies this perspective more 
revealingly than that o f Cherokee basket making, 
and particularly of the honeysuckle basket.


From time immemorial, Cherokee women designed 
distinctive and durable baskets from the fronds of 
rivercane and the bark of w'hite oak. These baskets 
constituted an integral part o f the People’s daily 
social and economic activities as well as their cere
monies and many other events. Eventually, however, 
the negative environmental impact o f colonization— 
the rapacious logging o f Indian lands and the subse
quent degradation of riparian ecosystems supporting 
the rivercane beds—forced the People to adapt other 
materials to  the craft o f Cherokee basket making. 
One of the most widely-used substitutes was the 
Japanese honeysuckle vine, which was introduced to 
the U.S. following the establishment o f trade rela
tions with Japan in 1854. This plant reproduced 
prolifically in the warm and humid climate of the 
Southeast, where it soon threatened that region’s 
natural vegetation. As the scholar Sarah Hill notes, 
“This inclusion of a non-indigenous material for 
baskets and a completely new technique o f weaving 
signified larger transformations in culture and con
sciousness and in landscapes where weavers gathered 
materials” (p. xviii). Some o f the most pernicious 
transformations included the loss o f ancestral lan
guages and religious practices as well as the produc
tion o f baskets as commodities for sale rather than 
items entwined with the larger social and spiritual 
fabric o f Cherokee culture.


These weavers did not completely replace older 
rivercane and white oak basketry with the new7er 
Japanese honeysuckle, however. Instead, they appro
priated this material into a system o f Cherokee 
values and technologies and, in so doing, actually 
created a new tradition (Hill, p. xix). The honey
suckle basket thus braids traditional Cherokee 
materials with those from Japan and Euro-America, 
the traditional practice o f basket making with 
modern responses to capitalism and commodifica
tion, and the oppression represented by extractive 
colonization widi the reality o f cultural persistence.
It exists as an evocative visual metaphor for the good 
mind because, although its material ingredients 
acknowledge the impact o f loss, it also creates some
thing new. At the recent American Indian 
Millennium Conference held here at Cornell, Wilma 
Mankiller apdy summarized this potential better 
path as “I can’t do this, but I can do that.”


The texts o f American Indian literature offer their 
own version of the Cherokee honeysuckle basket.
For example, Luci Tapahonso’s (Navajo) poem, “In 
1864,” recounts the Long Walk o f the Dine to their 
incarceration at Bosque Redondo (Fort Sumner) 
and the next four years o f starvation and deprivation:


It was at Bosque Redondo the people learned to use flour and nowfry bread is considered to be the traditional Navajo bread.It was there that we acquired a deep appreciation for strong coffee.The women began to make long, tiered calico skirtsand find velvet shirts for the men. They decorated their dark velvetblouses with silver dimes, nickels, and quarters.They had no use for money then. It is always something to see silver flashing in the sun against dark velvet and black, black hair. (10)
During this time, the Dine lost 
hundreds o f their people. Yet, 
as Tapahonso’s poem suggests, 
it was also at Bosque Redondo 
that they began to incorporate 
elements o f both Spain and 
Euro-America and, like die 
Cherokee basket makers, creat
ed new traditions. Take, for 
example, something as m un
dane (and delicious) as fry bread. Lawrence Shorty 
(Navajo) observes that during their internment at 
Bosque Redondo, the People had to change or die 
because they were dispossessed of their land, 
lifestyle, and the very food that had nourished them 
for generations (p. 135). Many succumbed because 
the new' foods they ate made them sick. The Navajo 
subsequently created fry bread, a food that today 
signifies their “survivance,” a neologism coined by 
Gerald Vizenor (Turde Mountain Chippewa), that 
combines the determination to survive with 
endurance. According to Shorty, “like the adage, 
‘when life gives you lemons, make lemonade’, 
Navajos could claim, ‘when the federal government 
gives us flour, we will not starve: w'e will make fry 
bread’” (p. 135). Or, from a Cherokee perspective, 
when the government orders us off our lands and 
logging companies leave us with only the honey
suckle vine, we will not lost our identity: we will still 
make baskets.


The appropriation of white flour and the honeysuck
le vine illustrates not only Native peoples’ capacity 
for improvisation in the face o f adversity, but also 
the power o f transculturation even in the most grim 
circumstances. Transculturation is the process by 
which subjugated or marginalized groups select and 
invent from materials transmitted to them by a dom 
inant or metropolitan culture. While these groups
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M o s t  members of the Cornell community knew or knew of someone involved in the September 11 


tragedy. For many in this department that someone was Jan ice Ashley, a 1997 graduate in English, 
who worked as a research associate for a financial firm on the ninety-third floor of Tower One.


Knowing how Jan ice  loved the pillars, arches, and stained woodwork of Goldwin Smith Hall, her family 


approached Cornell about placing a memorial there. With the help of Carol True-Palmer and Sheila 
Sheean of the Alumni Affairs and Development Office for the Arts, the Ashleys set up the Jan ice 


Ashley Memorial Fund. Donations from this fund enabled the family to commission a stained glass 


panel based on a crayon sketch by Janice's mother, Carol.


The memorial panel was installed over the transom of the new English department lounge and 


dedicated on June  23,2002. More than forty people attended the service, including family members 


and Cornell faculty and community members who had known Janice. Carol Ashley explained the 


meaning of each symbol in the panel. The eagle, flowers, and butterflies were taken from Janice's 


artwork. The sun represents Jan ice ’s bright and energetic warmth; she is most remembered by 


friends and loved ones for her contagious laughter, her joie de vivre. The open book and clock tower 


are symbols of Cornell, standing for Janice's love of knowledge and her insight. Cayuga Lake and the 


green hills speak of the wild beauty of the Ithaca area, which Jan ice  loved. And, finally, the eagle 


represents her adventurous spirit, strength, and focus.


Those attending the dedication were delighted to see that the stained glass panel shines with equal 


brilliance into the hall of Goldwin Smith's second floor and into the lounge itself (from the backlight of 


a nearby hall lamp). The beauty of the panel, with its poetic symbolism, will provide a constant 


reminder of the spirit that Jan ice  embodied. — Michael Garcia


cannot control what the dominant culture dissemi
nates, the\’ can determine what they absorb into 
their own culaires and how they use these adapta
tions (Pratt, p. 6 ). The concept o f transculturation 
thus provides a much-needed antidote to the reduc
tionist dynamic o f acculturation-deculturation advo
cated by many social theorists. Unfortunately, the 
usage of this model can imply that indigenous peo
ple always leave significant elements o f their cultures 
behind. If we view the Navajo creation o f fry bread 
or the Cherokee honeysuckle basket through a 
Native lens, however, the concept o f transcultura
tion metamorphoses into what I would call a 
“remaking” o f colonial experience in which the 
artifacts o f suffering transcend themselves.


An example o f this process comes once again from 
the Cherokee. Like many American Indian cultures 
(including the Navajo), the Tsalagi have a ceremony 
that enables practitioners to  remake commercially 
produced tobacco into its sacred, and much more 
rare, counterpart. The smoke of sacred tobacco is 
thought by many American Indian peoples to carry 
prayers to  the Creator, and tobacco therefore consti
tutes an integral part o f most Cherokee ceremonies. 
The disintegration o f many communities after the 
Trail o f Tears required such remaking ceremonies 
because both sacred tobacco plant strains and the 
knowledge associated with them were lost. In order 
for common tobacco to become ao:dhlvbi:so ?-hnv:hi. 
or “remade” with the generative force of thought, 
one must say, think, or sing certain texts over it as 
well as perform the correct ceremonial gestures 
(Kilpatrick 8c Kilpatrick, p. 9). While this specifically 
addresses the contemporary Cherokee need for 
sacred substances, I also believe that remaking 
describes a more general, distincdy Indian way of 
responding to  hardship and cultural change. Instead 
o f leaving our traditions behind, the act o f remaking 
implies that we carry them with us into new circum
stances, whether they be the difficulty o f procuring
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sacred tobacco or the long walk to  Bosque 
Redondo. Remaking offers a more adequate under
standing o f transculturation because it emerges out 
o f Native ways of knowing, and illuminates how 
Native peoples absorbed colonial materials into their 
own knowfedge systems. Indeed, the Dine at 
Bosque Redondo “remade” the dimes, nickels, and 
quarters o f their colonizers into a singularly Navajo 
expression o f beauty—an expression that always 
combines both the sacred and the everyday in the 
act o f adornment. As Tapahonso evocatively notes, 
“it is always something to see silver flashing in the 
sun against dark velvet and black, black hair.”


The history and culture o f American Indians—and 
not just the Cherokee and Navajo—have demon
strated that the habitual practice o f a good mind 
and a spirituality o f remaking can provide strength 
and agency during the most trying o f times. Non- 
native( people in the post-September 11 world could 
learn much from these concepts. Attempting to per
form specific remaking ceremonies would be ill 
advised and unethical; what the attitude o f remak
ing teaches us, however, is profoundly important. It 
teaches us not to  gloss over the realities o f human


suffering or the stresses o f cultural change, but 
rather to  search for the possibilities within traumatic 
events even when the trauma itself remains unalter
able. O f course, none o f this happens quickly. Like 
most spiritual disciplines, the attitude o f remaking 
takes years to develop and understand.


Every day I look at the honeysuckle basket from 
Qualla (the home o f the Eastern Cherokee Nation) 
sitting on the fireplace mantel in my home, and 
every day it reminds me that I never know' where or 
when the beginning of a better path might appear.
It tells me that much of my most significant work as 
a human being involves not only noticing such 
beginnings, but also risking the journeys they offer. 
Then, and only then, will the generative force o f our 
good minds begin to remake the world into a place 
where catastrophic experiences such as the Trail o f 
Tears and September 11 are thankfully only distant 
memories.


Laura E. Donaldson (Cherokee), an associate profes
sor of English at Cornell, is author 0/Decolonizing 
Feminisms: Race, Gender and Empire-Building 
(1992).
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continued from page 1


that produced them hadn’t yet made it into the cur
riculum o f English studies because academic disci
plines reflected and helped to perpetuate die nature 
o f the world we then lived in. This was in effect a 
world totally dominated by Eurocentric and colo
nial-imperial worldviews. But today, in a gready 
transformed academic-institutional setting which 
reflects a putatively greatly transformed world, I 
now teach American plays by “minorities”— 
Ntozake Shange, August Wilson, Susan-Lori Parks, 
Amiri Baraka, and others—together with dramatic 
writings from Ireland, the Caribbean, and South 
Africa in a course titled Twentieth-Century 
Anglophone Drama. There’s a tremendous excite
ment in teaching these new traditions o f writing, a 
lot o f them among the most experimental and inno
vative forms o f drama today.


As a mark of that transformation, the curriculum of 
English studies is now perhaps best understood in 
terms of three distinct, though interlocking major 
streams: British, American, and Anglophone writ
ings outside o f the U.S. and the British Isles.


What are some of the  different strands or 
currents within the field of postcolonial, 
Anglophone studies?


There are not only divergent currents within the 
field, there are also considerable tensions, consider
able contradictions between them. This is not neces
sarily a bad tiling. In fact, I think it is a good thing. 
And in saying this, I would like to invoke Brecht’s 
unforgettable dictum that contradictions are our 
only hope. That dictum is rendered by Chinua 
Achebe in his inimitably pithy way when he said, 
quoting an Igbo proverb, “Where one thing stands, 
another thing will stand beside it.”


One strand, which we may designate “progressive 
Third Worldist,” was closely allied to the national 
liberation movements in the 1950s and early 1960s. 
In solidarity with these movements, and in recogni
tion of their links with the civil rights, anti-war, and 
women’s movements in this country, courses on 
Third World writings were taught in many North 
American universities. But about a decade earlier, 
the academic study of the languages and literatures 
o f Africa, the Caribbean, South Asia, and Latin 
America was also being instituted in so-called “area 
studies” programs, w'hich were developed in line 
with the special policies o f the State Department. 
Within this framework, teaching the cultural tradi
tions o f the developing world was driven more by 
the instrumental-ideological goals o f Cold War 
geopolitical objectives than richly and rigorously 
academic and progressive perspectives. Thus, in the 
area studies rubric, the literature o f each nation or 
region o f the developing world was studied pretty 
much in isolation—and within conservative or 
vapidly liberal perspectives to boot!


Perspectives on
The 
uneasy 
coexis
tence of 
these two 
currents— 
progressive 
Third
Worldist and 
area studies— 
provides the 
background for 
the emergence in 
the last two 
decades of a third 
current o f 
Anglophone post
colonial studies 
which we may desig
nate “postcoloniality.” Loosely allied with the Third 
Worldist current, postcoloniality has moved us deci
sively beyond the area studies phase. Postcoloniality 
was able to  achieve this transformation largely by 
using theory—as radical social critique and very 
sophisticated and rigorous intellection—to move the 
study o f Third World literatures into mainstream 
departments so that they are now no longer studied 
as isolated national or regional literatures. Moreover, 
they are also now studied with regard to the mutual 
self-constitution of the literary and cultural tradi
tions o f empire and colony, o f the colonizers and 
the colonized.


What of the tensions and contradictions in 
the field th a t you spoke about earlier?


One major problem derives paradoxically from its 
success. Moving us decisively beyond the intellectual 
legacies o f the colonial-imperial age, beyond the 
simplifications and binarisms o f West and non-West: 
this is one o f the most important intellectual 
achievements o f postcolonial studies and theory in 
the last two decades. It is also one o f the great 
stories o f the intellectual history of the present 
period, perhaps as significant as the entry into 
American academia o f German-Jewish emigres 
fleeing from Nazi Germany. But all this has come, 
in my opinion, at a great cost. Let me express this as 
carefully as I can.


One problem is that the relationship of specialism to 
generalism is at a very confused state in postcolonial 
studies and theory. Most postcolonial critics are on 
solid ground as generalists. They are astute in 
deploying and inventing general, abstract categories 
like critique, difference, voice, representation, identi
fication, desire, subjectivity and subject-formation, 
and many others to enable them to write about and 
across different regions o f the world as well as the 
Western metropolitan centers o f the global order— 
with only a few selected or “representative” texts.
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But most lack detailed, specialized knowledge o f the 
languages and histories o f the regions they write 
about, including even their own natal cultures and 
societies. Equally important, they lack a rich and 
nuanced grounding in the realities and contexts 
making and unmaking the nations and regions o f 
the developing world and the diasporic, immigrant 
communities in the West. As a result, postcolonial 
theory is more and more cut off from the radical 
social movements o f the developing world. That’s 
why I think the initial promise o f postcolonial theo
ry—as a combination o f progressive scholarship and 
radical social critique—is now seriously in question.


Another problem I see is that die relationship of 
postcolonial theory to postmodernism remains 
largely unexamined. It is incontestable that post
colonial theory has derived inspiration from the 
panache and the elan with which postmodernism 
carried out its devastating assaults on the great 
Enlightenment categories o f rationalism, universal- 
ism, and historicism, among others. But at the same 
time, postcolonial theory has taken over much o f 
what I would describe as the superstitions o f post
modernism concerning those Enlightenment cate
gories. For example, we are gready indebted to  the 
deconstructive exposure o f the ethnocentric presup
positions o f universalism as defined by many 
Enlightenment thinkers and their present-day intel
lectual heirs, together with the terrible epistemic 
violence that these presuppositions have produced 
in the real world in the last three centuries. But for 
scholars who speak from and “represent” the experi
ences of historically oppressed or marginalized 
groups, it is very unwise and ultimately self-defeat
ing to buy into this postmodernist superstition that 
universalism was, is, and always will be uncondition
ally harmful. For that attitude provides the intellec
tual foundation for a kind o f tokenism, a totally 
unacceptable paternalistic “respect” for difference 
and otherness which obscures commonalities and







shared aspirations across our differences. We need 
better, more flexible and testable definitions and 
uses o f universalism. And the models for these exist 
in some Western thinkers produced by the 
Enlightenment as well as, more importandy, in 
thinkers, writers, and artists produced by traditions 
o f thought, spirit, and imagination in other regions 
of the world.


Shall we talk a bit about your own 
background? What kind of environment did 
you grow up in?


I spent the first fourteen years o f my life in colonial 
Nigeria, including the first two years o f secondary 
school, so that a lot o f what I’m saying now in very 
broad world-historical terms I’ve actually lived 
through, existentially and professionally. I grew up 
in Ibadan, which was at that time the largest city in 
black Africa, with about two million people, and 
one o f the most important educational and cultural 
centers o f the continent. So I grew up in a colonial, 
cosmopolitan background and with intense aware
ness o f the historic movement o f decolonization in 
the Third World.


What did your parents do?


My father was an officer in the colonial police force, 
which left: some lasting impact on his social and 
political views. As a consequence, we didn’t see eye 
to eye on many things, to put it mildly. My mother 
was what you’d call a petty trader, which really 
meant that she w'as a full-time housewife who did 
some petty' trading on the side but lived mainly on 
my father’s modest wealth. My evolving conscious
ness o f self, history, and politics initially derived, I 
think, from the mass of social contradictions in my 
familial background. In plain terms, I was born into 
a petty-bourgeois family that was only two genera
tions away from the African peasantry' whose world 
crashed disastrously with the introduction of agrari
an colonial capitalism in Africa. Moreover, with his 
modest wealth, my father made the most o f the 
rather flexible norms of Africanized Christianity that 
allows those (who can afford it) to have several 
wives. Thus, literally and metaphorically, there were 
many mansions in my father’s house and as a result 
o f this, my siblings and half-sisters and -brothers 
straddle the whole gamut o f the class and socio-eco
nomic cleavages o f the neocolonial societies o f the 
developing world.


After he retired from the police force, my father 
went into the real estate business; he owned some 
houses, and managed some for his friends and asso
ciates, &I1 rented mainly to  working people and poor 
people in Ibadan. I sometimes had to go collect 
rent from my father’s tenants and I can’t remem
ber—I swear I’m not making this up—a more 
unpleasant task from my youth than going to  collect


rent from the tenants o f those houses. For many of 
the children o f these tenants were my schoolmates 
and playmates.


I would say that my “radicalism” was basically rest
less and formless through secondary school and col
lege—a vague anti-authoritarianism, but it did earn 
me expulsion from secondary school for being the 
“spokesperson” for a big student demonstration. 
When I went to  the University o f Ibadan, where I 
majored in English, the curriculum was British lit; 
the faculty w'as overwhelmingly white—I think there 
was only one African, and he was a very junior lec
turer out o f a faculty of thirteen. A great love of 
reading that I developed very early was initially 
expressed through reading in Yoruba and English; 
but Nigeria was a colonial society and the advantage 
W'as all on the side o f English over Yoruba. For 
English not only had the “prestige” o f imperial tra
ditions behind it, the school and public library 
shelves had a much vaster range o f English-language 
books than books in Yoruba. So it didn’t take long 
before love o f reading became, effectively but 
imperceptibly, love o f English! I t has only been in 
my intellectual adulthood that I have become aw'are 
that this colonially-produced “guilty” love of 
English is very widespread, including in its ranks 
some o f the greatest writers and critics in the lan
guage in the last 150 years.


How did you come to study in the U.S.?


I had a scholarship for postgraduate studies in the 
drama department, where Wole Soyinka had just 
become the head o f the School o f Drama. H e then 
interested me in the black theater movement o f the 
1960s and 1970s in this country. I came initially just 
for a one-year visit, to  begin my dissertation for the 
University o f Ibadan, but after one semester, I just 
knew I had to stay. So I received my doctorate at 
NYU, and the subject o f my thesis was the black 
image in the American theater from the nineteenth 
century to the early twentieth century'.


I should add that part o f the reason I stayed to 
complete my graduate education in the U.S., and 
particularly in New' York, was because it was such a 
period o f heady, progressive social ferment. Apart 
from my formal graduate study, I threw myself into 
intense social activism—organizations against 
racism, the anti-war movement, support committees 
for Third World national liberation struggles, labor 
organizations. Paradoxically, it was not in Africa 
itself but in America during the period of my gradu
ate study that I came to have an intellectual grasp of 
the nature and depth o f the violent dislocations 
caused by Africa’s integration into the world capital
ist system through the crippling backwardness and 
peripheralism o f colonial capitalism on the conti
nent.


Tell us a bit about the drama of Wole 
Soyinka. What do you focus on in your work 
about him?


In terms of formal experimentation, Soyinka is one 
o f the most exciting dramatic writers now, because 
he’s been able to fuse all kinds African performance 
and expressive forms and idioms—oral story-telling 
traditions, myth and ritual performance, the Yoruba 
masquerade theatre—with Western dramatic forms 
o f character-driven, dialogue drama. H e’s brilliant in 
the kinds of things he does with dramatic form, 
especially in plays like Death and the King's Horse
man, Madmen and Specialists, Kongi’s Harvest, and 
my own favorite, The Road, as well as his adaptation 
o f Euripides’ The Baeehae. But he is a political radi
cal as well, by far the most determined, consistent, 
and effective literary figure against civilian and mili
tary dictatorship in Africa. H e’s probably one of the 
few writers anywhere in the world who has actually 
inspired terror in dictators. There’s been a price put 
on his head by several Nigerian dictators—which is 
a mark of how effective he can be in mobilizing 
Nigerian and African and world opinion against 
oppressive governments. For instance, he used his 
Nobel Prize renown as a bully pulpit in isolating the 
last military dictator we had, Sani Abacha. He man
aged to  mobilize world opinion—all kinds o f  inter
national institutions and organizations—to ostracize 
Abacha.


This is all reflected in Soyinka’s writings, this combi
nation o f extraordinary innovativeness in the han
dling o f dramatic form with a kind o f gritty, radical 
humanism. But the course and the prospects of 
social transformation in Africa are engaged in 
Soyinka’s writings in complexly nuanced ways that 
are ideologically unorthodox, even contemptuous of 
conventional leftist cant and that also defy any sim
ple, unambiguous answers. For this reason, he has 
faced severe critical scrutiny from the Left. So that’s 
what I’ve tried to explore in Soyinka: Western “offi
cial” high-literary and non-official carnivalesque 
forms in fertile combination with oral, ritual, and 
performative idioms and forms o f Africa, in particu
lar o f the Yoruba people.


What can you say about Cornell's 
Department of English in relation to  other 
departm ents and programs?


As you know, I’ve been here fourteen years, and 
one of the things I ’ve found extraordinary and 
interesting about Cornell is the way that—I’ll put it 
in metaphoric terms—more than most places in this 
country and the English-speaking world, the depart
ment has taken the historic task o f decolonization 
seriously. By this I mean the decolonization o f liter
ary and cultural studies. I’ll put that in very concrete 
terms. We have a professorial faculty o f about fifty; 
now the Minority and Third World Studies caucus is


continued on page 6







NEW  FACULTY
Alice Fulton, the distin
guished poet and critic, returned 
to  the department last spring as a 
professor o f English. She received 
her MFA in creative writing at 
Cornell in 1982 and taught litera
ture and creative writing at the 
University o f Michigan for nine
teen years. H er awards include fel
lowships from the MacArthur 
Foundation, the Guggenheim 
Foundation, and the Ingram 
Merrill Foundation. Her first four 
volumes of poetry are Dance 
Script with Electric Ballerina,
Palladium, Powers of Congress, 
and Sensual Math; her fifth, Felt 
(W.W. N orton), was selected by the Los Angeles 
Times as a Best Book o f 2001. An essay collection, 
Feeling as a Foreign Language: The Good Strangeness 
ofPoeti7 , appeared in 1999. H er poems have been 
included in five editions o f The Best American 
Poetry, and her short fiction has been selected for 
The Best American Short Stories. H er poems have 
been set to music by three composers; her song 
cycle Turbulence: A  Romance, with music by 
William Bolcom, premiered at the Walker Art 
Center, Minneapolis, in 1997.


Alice Fulton’s teaching interests include the reading 
and writing o f poetry and short fiction, contempo
rary poetry and poetics, critical writing, and feminist 
critical theory. This fall her courses will include a 
graduate seminar on Poetry and Science. The office 
she now' occupies—259 Goldwin Smith—w'as the 
office of her late friend and mentor, A. R. Ammons.
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made up o f ten people. That is without precedent or 
comparison in this country: to have one in five, 20 
percent faculty o f color and also faculty doing U.S. 
minority studies and colonial/postcolonial studies.
In many places, this historical attempt to be more 
diverse and inclusive has generally followed an inter
mittent pattern o f one step forward and two steps 
back. But we have stayed the course since I’ve been 
here. As a result, Cornell is now one of the leading 
institutions for the study and teaching o f Third 
World, Anglophone, and minority literatures in the 
country and perhaps in the English-speaking world. 
Moreover, although poststructuralism in its different 
forms is perhaps the dominant current o f theory at 
Cornell, there’s a wide range of other theoretical 
formations, theoretical perspectives. And because 
there is no reigning theoretical formation here, no 
orthodoxy to speak of, there’s a lot o f dialogue 
between them and this can be seen in visible and not 
so visible w'ays.


It takes place, for instance, in the work o f mentoring 
graduate students in their special committees. One


Nicole W aliqora-D avis joined 
the department last fall as an assis
tant professor o f English. She 
earned her B.A. from the University 
o f North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
and received her Ph.D. from Duke 
University. While a graduate stu
dent at Duke, she was assistant edi
tor for Remembering Jim Crow: 
Afiican Americans Tell About Life 
in the Segregated South (New' Press, 
2001), an oral history with a CD. 
The book reflects only some of 
Nicole’s teaching and research 
interests, which include die 
Caribbean, race riots, immigration, 
epidemiology, and critical race theo


ry. She is currently working on a book, Sanctuary: 
National Geographies of Law, Citizenship, and 
Alienation, which examines racial crises experienced 
by U. S. blacks during the twentieth century. At 
Cornell she has taught first-year writing seminars on 
citizenship, politics, and poetics in the American 
imagination, in addition to a 200-level course on 
the problematics o f 
race in American litera
ture. This fall she will 
offer a course on the 
Harlem Renaissance 
and a graduate seminar 
on black intellectual 
history and critical race 
theory.


Kate McCullough is an associate professor of 
English and women’s studies. She is a graduate of 
Brown University and received her Ph.D. from 
Berkeley in 1999; she also earned an M.A. from 
University College, Dublin, in Anglo-Irish literature 
and drama. Before coming to Cornell, she taught 
for six years at Miami University in Ohio. She is the 
author o f Regions of Identity: 'The Construction of 
America in Women’s Fiction, 1885-1915 (Stanford, 
1999). She is currently at work on two books, An  
Imperial Frame of Mind:
Nineteenth-Century 
Women Writers and U.S.
Expansionism and 
Queering the Story:
Lesbian Fiction and 
Narrative Form. Her arti
cle “O f Woman (But Not 
Man or the Nuclear 
Family) Born:
Motherhood Outside 
Institutionalized 
Heterosexuality” will 
appear in a forthcoming 


collection o f essays 
on Adrienne Rich’s
O f Woman Born. H er teaching interests include 
American literature, lesbian studies, ethnic stud
ies, and feminist theory.


of the things that I find exhilarating in my graduate 
seminars is the range o f students, the diversity of 
backgrounds and interests that I necessarily have to 
speak to. I have minority students, African 
American, Chicano/a, Asian American, w'hite stu
dents, foreign students—the whole range—interest
ed in colonial/postcolonial studies, and interested in 
placing those studies within die future possibilities of 
the field o f English. That’s a w'onderful experience 
to have, and it gives us a visible, rich intellectual 
environment for comparative minority and Third 
World studies. The conference on the “Future of 
Minority Studies” last October was in tact an 
attempt at an extension o f this profile at Cornell.


But I don’t think that our department has really 
assimilated this in terms o f its self-understanding, its 
sense o f its identity. Often, it seems as if the depart
ment achieved this decolonization by default. This 
can be seen in the way that it presents itself in 
brochures, with only the slightest nod at the inclu
sion o f U.S. minority and Anglophone courses in 
the curriculum, the way nearly ever)' English depart


ment routinely does these days. Also side by side 
with the genuine commitment to diversity and inclu
siveness, one senses a deep, residual nostalgia for 
w'hat the department w'as before this decolonization 
took place, when there was a virtual similarity of 
racial and class background between the faculty and 
the students. For then there w'ere not all the prob
lems and challenges which have come with diversity 
and inclusiveness to deal with! It is gratifying that 
this sentiment, this nostalgia is not a widespread 
phenomenon in the department.


And this is what emboldens me to urge that we 
come to a better appreciation of the fact that we 
attract graduate students from all around the world 
because we’re perceived as having achieved genuine 
decolonization in the sense in w'hich I have used the 
term here. I’d like to see that happen. Ultimately, 
for instance, we ought to  be thinking o f setting up 
something like an Institute o f Critical Multicultural 
and Third World Studies, which would have inter
disciplinary collaboration with other departments, 
something like Duke’s Program in Literature.







RETIREMENTS


Faculty Notes


EDGAR ROSENBERG


Edgar Rosenberg left: his native Germany at thir
teen, “the last o f the barmitzim in our town before 
Crystal Night arrested the formal passage to man
hood,” as he put it in a recent memoir. He found 
sanctuary first in Montreux (where his adoptive 
family “eyed me rather warily, as though I were a 
concentration-camper manque, the Oliver Twist de 
nos jours, the O dd Boy out” ), then Haiti, then New 
York City. At first his English vocabulary was book
ish and limited (“things like ‘pshaw,’ Yon trusted 
pony,’ ‘fie fie,’ and ‘papoose,’ which I pluralized 
[naturally] into ‘papeese’”), but he grew to become 
one of his adopted country’s finest stylists—a gifted 
critic, scholar, teacher, raconteur, and author of 
brilliant memoirs. In 1965 he joined the faculty o f 
his alma mater, Cornell University. His courses 
included graduate seminars on Dickens, surveys of 
the modem European novel, and a popular course 
on the literature o f the Holocaust; in due time he 
was honored by a Clark Distinguished Teaching 
Award. His Dickensian boyhood may or may not be 
one reason his bibliography displays “a certain 
hormone imbalance” in favor o f that novelist. 
Edgar’s first major publication was From Shylock to 
Svengali (1960), a widely-praised study o f Jewish 
stereotypes in English literature; it includes a section 
on Fagin and incidentally earned him a notice in 
Timetables of Jewish History. His N orton Critical 
Edition o f Great Expectations (1998) contains over 
650 footnotes, some o f them running to fifteen 
lines; its apparatus is both a landmark o f contempo
rary scholarship and a wonderful read. The French 
government has required this edition o f all graduate 
students in English literature.


Dickens was nicknamed by his contemporaries “the 
Inimitable.” The many friends and students o f the 
inimitable Mr. Rosenberg wish him a retirement as 
exuberant and productive as were his many years in 
this department.


DOROTHY MERMIN


In 1964, the year Dorothy Mermin came to 
Cornell, the English department contained one 
tenured woman and one faculty member o f color; 
today the department is nearly half female and con
tains ten faculty of color. By her persuasiveness, 
commitment, and administrative skill, Dorothy has 
been at the heart o f the profound changes the 
department has undergone since that time. She 
started out as an instructor and climbed the ranks, 
eventually becoming the department’s first woman 
chair. Her first book, The Audience in the Poem, 
used characteristically astute and focused readings to 
examine the place o f interlocutors in Victorian poet
ry; the next two, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and 
Godiva’s Ride, combined close readings with a 
broad exploration of what it meant to  write as a 
woman in nineteenth century Britain. H er acute 
interest in the shape and significance o f Victorian 
women’s careers parallels the nature o f her own 
influence. She has stood as a model o f a teacher and 
scholar for a generation o f women students— 
though not only for women and not only for her 
students.


Her most recent publication is the anthology 
Victorian Literature 1830-1900 (Harcourt, 2002), 
co-edited with Herbert Tucker. Its remarkable range 
o f topics and its innovative selections have decisively 
redefined the Victorian canon for our time. N ot the 
least o f Mermin and Tucker’s achievements are the 
succinct and lively headnotes, many o f which intro
duce neglected writers and works. Dorothy’s notice 
of Florence Nightingale’s Notes on Nursing captures 
the style and the substance which her colleagues, 
now that she has retired, will sorely miss: “[It] 
shows the characteristic combination o f high moral 
purpose, profound human sympathy, far-reaching 
principle, and acute organization o f detail that made 
her the most famous woman in Victorian England, 
apart from the queen herself, and the most admired 
person, bar none.”


Mary Pat Brady's Extinct Lands, Temporal 
Geographies: Chicana Literature and the 
Urgency of Space, is forthcoming from Duke 
University Press. The book explores the 
relationship between identity and the 
experience of geographical and temporal 
dislocation in texts by Chicana writers.


Laura Brown gave the prestigious Society of 
the Humanities invitational lecture this year. 
Her talk, "The City and the Sewer," was 
adapted from her book Fables of a New World 
(Cornell University Press, 2000).


Jonathan Culler's four-volume 
Deconstruction: Critical Concepts is 
forthcoming from Routledge. This year he was 
made senior associate dean of the College of 
Arts and Sciences at Cornell.


Laura Donaldson has co-edited 
Postcolonialism, Feminism, and Religious 
Discourse with Kwok Pui-Lan (Routledge, 
2001).


Thomas Hill has co-edited (with Frederick M. 
Biggs, Paul E. Szarmach, and E. Gordon 
Whatley) Abbo of Fleury, Abbo of Saint- 
Germain-des-Pres, and Acta Sanctorum, which 
is the first volume in the series Sources of 
Anglo-Saxon Literary Culture (Western 
Michigan University Press).


The Norton Critical Edition of Melville's Short 
Novels, which appeared this year, was edited 
by Dan McCall and includes an essay by 
Gordon Teskey ( “ The Bible in Billy Budd").


Joel Porte's Norton Critical Edition of 
Emerson's Prose and Poetry, co-edited with 
Saundra Morris (2001), has been chosen for 
the French Agregation, or national exam. 
Professor Porte is also primary consultant on a 
forthcoming P B S  film, scheduled to appear in 
2003, celebrating the bicentenary of Ralph 
Waldo Emerson's birth.


Dan Schwarz's Rereading Conrad appeared in 
2001 from University of Missouri Press. The 
book uses gendered, postcolonial, and cultural 
approaches to explore the basic tension in 
Conrad's work between idealistic hopes and a 
skeptical portrayal of reality.







Letter from the Chair
By the time you read these words, my three-year 
stint as chair will have ended, and I will have wholly 
returned to  the more familiar ground of teaching 
and research. It is a pleasure to  introduce as my suc
cessor the member of the department I most hoped 
would take up the reins. Laura Brown recendy 
received the high honor of being named Anderson 
Professor o f English, a distinction appropriate for 
one whose work has helped to revolutionize the 
study of eighteenth-century British literature. She is 
a proven administrator, having served as director of 
graduate studies in the 1980s. Professor Brown 
faces a busy term as chair, in which the department 
will, among its other tasks, take its turn in engaging 
in a rigorous self-study capped by an external evalu
ation. The self-study comes at an opportune time 
for us: we are at an important crossroad in our his
tory. Retirements and new hiring loom; our profes
sion itself is in a state o f redefinition. It is heartening 
that our leadership will rest in such capable hands.


Though endings need not inspire solemnity, they 
should probably inspire thoughtfulness. And for 
anyone who has been involved in academic adminis
tration (not to  mention academic debate), the 
chance to have a last word is irresistible. My 
thoughts in writing these last words as chair of 
English turn to a panel discussion this year at the A. 
D. White House. We had been asked to speak about 
the ethics o f reading. I took the position that the 
works I teach, write about, and most enjoy reading, 
nineteenth-century realist novels, have the impor
tant ethical function of helping us to understand 
what it means to  live in history. I made the further 
claim that delighting in literary form o f whatever 
kind can itself have an ethical component. As a 
teacher, reader, and writer, I invite myself, my read
ers, and above all my students to bathe in the bril
liance of texts as verbal constructs. I believe that the 
pleasure that can result from a heightened awareness 
o f literary form is good for people, and for that mat


ter, that it can be ethically good for people. I t can 
help make you more fully human. I believe—I must 
believe and would despair if I didn’t believe—that 
those who have the privilege o f experiencing the 
sensuous richness o f art can be brought to  feel a 
responsibility that the circle o f this enjoyment be 
extended as widely as possible. (I am fully aware of 
the uses to  which very great music was put by the 
Nazis—something that troubles me, but seems to 
me only one side o f a more complex and more 
hopeful picture.) It is important, then, I told those 
at the conference, to teach and write about works 
you love, and to help others share that love on as 
many levels as possible.


Another member o f the panel replied that, for her 
part, she wrote only about works she hated. With 
that comment, we were, as they say, off to the races. 
I do not know how literally my friend and colleague 
meant to be taken. I do know that she is a superb 
teacher, and I suspect an element o f willful provoca
tion here from someone who knows how to bring a 
discussion alive. However that may be, our opposed 
viewpoints raise a central issue in the study of litera
ture. I continue to believe that my viewpoint is cor
rect. But so is hers.


Departments o f literature are charged with probing 
the prime records and indices of our cultural life. 
From the beginning o f organized efforts to study 
English literature, suspicion and love have both 
been part o f the enterprise. It is not simply that crit
ics like to distinguish between first-rate and second-


rate works and to heap scorn on the latter. When T. 
S. Eliot called Alexander Pope “the great master o f 
hatred,” he had in mind something more funda
mental. When Pope, a critic as well as a poet, con
templated the society around him, he could be driv
en to fury. Such reactions persisted in the nine
teenth-century (one thinks o f Arnold and Ruskin, 
not to mention Dickens), and they were very appar
ent in the century that has just closed, not least in 
Eliot himself. Great writers and great literary critics 
have nearly always been cultural critics. They have 
often been driven to  savage indignation at the spec
tacle surrounding them. It seems only just that they 
themselves be candidates for our indignation, since 
they are, for us, part o f that spectacle. To shrink 
from exploring the possibility that admirable litera
ture might be involved in systems o f injustice and 
oppression would be to betray a vital tradition and a 
central responsibility.


Yet there remains much to admire, even love, about 
the works we in the Department o f English teach. I 
am thinking here not only o f the wisdom and nobil
ity o f an author such as George Eliot, but also and 
more generally o f the realm o f the aesthetic and of 
literary form, to which I return. In a world that 
seems to  grow more violent, mechanical, and 
tawdry by the hour, it is good to experience the 
wonder o f what human beings can accomplish with 
their minds, their senses, and the gift o f language.


I am confident that, in the years ahead, the Cornell 
English department will maintain a rich and fruitful 
love-hate relationship with the literature it teaches. I 
have always considered it a privilege to be a member 
o f the department. It has been an honor, and usual
ly a privilege, to serve as its chair. One of the many 
good things about being chair is that it has put me 
in contact with alumni and friends who care deeply 
about what we do, reminding me (if any reminder 
were needed beyond contact with our superb stu
dents) o f why it was that I chose this profession.


— H arry  E. Shaw
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According to the philosopher Martha Nussbaum, all of us—partly 
because of what’s called “globalization” and partly because so many soci-
eties are becoming more multicultural—will have to develop the skills 
to understand cultures that are very different from the ones in which we 
grew up. By the same token, cultures will have to learn from one anoth-
er. If we lack these skills we are not ready for the twenty-first century. 
One way to develop them is to think comparatively across cultures, and 
to analyze similarities and differences.
The challenge of these global realities to the study of literature is there-
fore clear. After decades of unexamined ethnocentrism, followed by 
a period of intense self-critique, students of literature are starting to 
think about what genuine comparative cross-cultural analysis looks like. 


English depart-
ments of the future 
will contain spe-
cialists in Native 
American culture, 
the African diaspo-
ra, and the various 
linguistic traditions 
of the Caribbean; 
they will cover 
Anglophone litera-
tures from Nigeria 
to Australia to 
India as well as 
the non-English 
“nations” within 
those imperial 
spaces, whether in 


the native populations of North America or the linguistic “sub” regions 
of India. The picture this presents obviously challenges the traditional 
limitations of English (and European) studies by including within 
discussions of a Western or specifically national tradition the voices of 
the marginalized, stateless, dominated, and conquered, as well as the 
voices of the unfamiliar and the “other.” By exploring the possibility of 
intercultural understanding, literary studies are not simply responding 
passively to global pressures but can help to build the human future—in 
essence, by conducting a conversation between the children of former 
imperialists and the children of former subjects about their shared, con-
flictual pasts.
The lead essays in this issue of English at Cornell—an interview with 
Satya Mohanty and an essay by Dag Woubshet—explore the potential 
for genuine cross-cultural analysis and the complexity of multicultural 
identity. The English department’s cultural richness also appears in the 
briefer features, on new faculty and on new books.


Satya Mohanty came to Cornell twenty-five years ago with degrees 
from the University of Delhi and the University of Illinois. His book 
Literary Theory and the Claims of History: Postmodernism, Objectivity, 
Multicultural Politics (1997), along with a series of seminal articles on 
literature and culture, established his reputation as a leading exponent 
of a realist theory of identity and multiculturalism. He is also one of the 
founders of The Future of Minority Studies Project, an international 
consortium of scholars who meet and publish regularly on topics related 
to literature, identity, and social justice (www.fmsproject.cornell.edu). 
In 2006 he co-translated Fakir Mohan Senapati’s novel Six Acres and 
a Third, which brought to English-speaking audiences one of the most 
brilliant works of nineteenth-century Indian literature. The conference 
“Alternative Modernities and the Literary View from Below,” which he 
organized this spring at Cornell, demonstrates his continued commit-
ment to work in cross-cultural comparatism. In the following interview, 
he and Paul Sawyer talk about the challenges and implications of the 
present moment in literary and cultural studies.
Paul Sawyer: You have defended the validity of doing cross-
cultural comparisons between the West and the formerly colonized 
world. But prominent cultural critics—the late Edward Said is 
perhaps the best-known—have demonstrated in detail the ways 
Europeans have viewed and constructed the “Orient” through their 
own lens, a lens that has distorted and undervalued non-Western 
cultures. Aren’t there inevitable problems when Western scholars 
try to analyze works from non-Western cultures?


Satya Mohanty: Said is no doubt right—Europeans have indeed 
viewed non-Europeans through flawed and distorting lenses, especially 
in the modern imperial age. But that phenomenon is not limited to 
the West’s perception of the non-West. Look at the history of sexist 
and patriarchal thought, and you will see pretty much the same kind 
of deep-seated prejudice or ideology. What follows from that, I think, 
is that we should look carefully at why such distortions arose—at their 
sources and their causes. Only then can we ask how to minimize the dis-
torting effects of such lenses, such tacit ideologies and theories.
Q: For some people, cultural relativism is the answer because it 
refuses to condemn values that are different or unfamiliar. But 
you’ve rejected cultural relativism as a viable position. Why?


A: Here is how I define cultural relativism: according to a cultural rela-
tivist, texts and ideas must be understood and evaluated only in their 
cultural context. I think there’s a real problem with that view. I started 
to realize in the mid-1980s that relativism was a major issue in literary 
theory. Some well-known claims made by post-structuralist thinkers 
amounted to a kind of extreme relativism—consider, for example, 
Jean-Francois Lyotard’s thesis that you can never judge or even under-
stand what he calls a “traditional” culture using the terms of a “modern” 
or “scientific” culture, since (as he claims) there is no meta-language 
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available to make such a judgment. The cultures are like two different “lan-
guage games.” That might sound like a form of respect, and yes, it does 
prevent “us” from making crude ethnocentric judgments about “them.” But 
if you follow that logic, there’s absolutely nothing that “they” will ever have 
to teach “us”; we can never learn anything from them because “their” world 
is radically different from “ours.” So for example, let’s say their society offers 
a better model of child-rearing or health-care than what we have in ours, or 
a better way to educate the young through the use of the arts. If this form 
of relativism is to be believed, my culture is so fundamentally different from 
theirs that I can never learn anything from them. Relativism ends up being 
very limiting.
What I argued in essays I wrote in the late 1980s and early 1990s is that we 
need to fight against both ethnocentrism and relativism. All complex under-
standing is achieved across differences. That’s what we see in our daily lives, 
even within our own cultures; that’s what we do, for instance, in our class-
rooms, when we analyze a poem and a student says, “I don’t think that’s what 
that means.” Instead of saying “No, you’re wrong, here’s what it means, “ you 
say, “Hmmm, tell me why you say that” and you realize that the question 
may get you to see something you hadn’t seen before. In fact you sometimes 
revise your original reading of the poem—and that’s because of the valuable 
process of give and take.
So my point is that we engage in dialogue and conversation in the natural 
course of things, that they are not unusual, highly specialized forms of com-
munication or interaction. Cross-cultural comparison is an extension of 
everyday conversation, although it is sometimes much more difficult because 
of the differences in cultural self-conception, in underlying assumptions that 
are often ethical and even metaphysical.
Q: One assumption of the Eurocentric interpretation of cultures is the 
view that modernity, which now presumably includes everyone, is a 


Western invention, like 
the telephone and the 
computer—something 
the West has transmit-
ted to the rest of the 
world. What are the 
problems with that 
view?


A: Instead of making 
broad generalizations 
about concepts like 
modernity, I think we 
need to come up with a 
more focused definition 
of it, isolating the kinds 
of ideas that are crucial 
to what we value about 
our lives right now, in 


the modern age. We really need to find out if there are non-colonialist, non-
capitalist forms of those ideas. One such notion, I think, is what is called 
individuality: that you’re an individual, not simply a cog in a machine, in 
a larger whole to which you’re completely subservient. The notion of the 
individual—that’s a horribly tainted Western idea, isn’t it? But why would we 
think that, say, Indian, Chinese, or Native American cultures didn’t value the 
notion of healthy individuality? It’s a myth that they didn’t; in fact, if you go 
to the cultural practices and texts, you see rich notions of individuality in all 
kinds of cultures. Here is another word that’s abused a lot: “rationality.” The 
notion of rationality doesn’t appear in the same form in all cultures, but then 
the rationality you encounter in Aristotle’s ethics is also very different from 
the notion of reason in Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature, which is instru-
mental—merely a means to achieve a specific end. So why should rationality 
always be the same thing in every culture?
Q: Where in the non-Western world can we trace the emergence of 
ideas like individuality and rationality?


A: Let me give just one example. There’s a number of Indian historians and 
literary scholars who have been thinking about the centuries immediately 
preceding the colonial period in India, the fifteenth to the eighteenth cen-
turies, in particular. They are revising the traditional position, one held also 
by some Indian scholars under the influence 
of British historians like James Mill, that had 
assumed that the pre-colonial period constituted 
the Dark Ages, and that to see the vibrancy 
of Indian culture we need to go back to the 
ancient period. These recent scholars are saying, 
through careful analyses of texts (especially in 
Telugu and Tamil), and of social practices and 
social movements, that that’s simply a distorted 
view of Indian history. A “traditional” moder-
nity that values individual initiative and rational 
critique can be found in many aspects of pre-
colonial Indian culture. Now, I think that’s the 
beginning of a very exciting project, one that’s 
much less vague than those general slogans 
denouncing all forms of modernity as inherently 
colonialist.
Q: You’re working on a text called the Lakshmi Purana, written in 
the sixteenth century in Orissa, the part of India that you come from. 
Tell us what you find surprisingly “modern” about this sixteenth- 
century text.


A: It’s a perfect example of a text from late medieval India that is startlingly 
modern in many ways. I hadn’t read the Lakshmi Purana until very recently, 
but I had heard the story from my mother when I was ten or eleven. “Purana” 
means old or ancient—it’s a genre that gives the narrative a certain pedi-
gree—and it’s also religious with goddesses and gods, description of ritual 
worship, and so on. But this purana does some very unusual things. First, 
it’s not written in Sanskrit but in Oriya, the vernacular language of Orissa [a 
province in eastern India], during the period when cultural vernacularization 
is going on all over India. And what’s happening around this time is that 
they are consciously trying to write in the local languages, to develop those 
languages and literatures, but primarily to reach ordinary people who didn’t 
know Sanskrit.
Balaram Das, the author, was part of a group of Oriya writers called the pan-
chasakha (“five friends”) who are mystic saint-poets with profoundly radical 
social perspectives. And what he does is fascinating. He takes the goddess 
Lakshmi—who’s an ancient Vedic deity, and who is also part of the temple 
complex of Puri—and turns her into an explicitly feminist protagonist. She 
is beautiful and gracious as a hostess and as a wife, but only up to a point. 
When her deepest values—caste and gender egalitarianism—are chal-
lenged by her husband Jagannath and his older brother, she says “Enough is 
enough.” She leaves her husband and the Puri temple. Now, the reason she 
becomes angry is that the patriarchs objected to something that the goddess 
has always done as a matter of principle, something that defines her core 
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identity: she regularly goes out of the sacred temple complex and mingles 
with ordinary people of all castes, teaching them, serving them, feeding 
them. And when the gods object to this and Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth 
and fortune, leaves them, they are in big trouble: they can’t get food to eat, 
they go begging, they’re basically humiliated. The gods finally show up at 
Lakshmi’s house and plead with her to return to the temple. She agrees to 
come back but on one condition: in the temple, the holiest of all places, she 
demands, there will be no caste barriers. Chandalas and Brahmins will eat 
together, take food from one another’s hands. Her husband Lord Jagannath 
(translation: Lord of the Universe) agrees, and the goddess returns.
Now you might say, “This is a wonderfully utopian vision.” But this is no 
utopia; there’s in fact a custom in Puri—one of the four holiest places for 
Hindus—that seems to go back to this text. Within the temple, the lowest 
and the highest castes eat together, with no discrimination or segregation. 
Actually, I think it’s extremely likely that the custom goes back much farther 
that Balaram Das’s time, and his purana was most probably written in sup-
port of it when it was under attack by the Brahminical elite. The egalitarian 
practice must have been instituted because of the struggles of lower caste and 
outcaste devotees, and this text was written to support these struggles, creat-
ing an origin myth, providing the Lord’s sanction for this heterodox custom.
One of the fascinating things about the Lakshmi Purana is that it’s not just a 
book you read in the library, it’s woven into the rhythm of Orissan social life. 
It is a holy purana, and every harvest season—by decree of Lord Jagannath 
himself—women in every Hindu household in every village read it, and talk 
about it, explain it, discuss its significance. Think about this for a second: a 
feminist, anti-caste text which by the Lord’s decree is now read by women in 
every household and discussed—not just recited but discussed—which means 
this purana has succeeded in creating a new social and political space. There 
are fairly “modern” conceptions of selfhood in this text, grounded in radically 
egalitarian values.
Q: Let’s go back for a moment to cultural relativism. You reject the 
claim that, as you phrased it, a person cannot judge or even under-
stand a traditional culture using the terms of another, more “modern” 
culture since there is no meta-language available to make such a judg-
ment. So what do you think are the grounds for making cross-cultural 
judgments, as you’ve been doing?


A: I started to see in the mid-1980s that relativism was a tempting but prob-
lematic thesis in contemporary literary theory, and it was especially attractive 
to scholars when it wasn’t openly acknowledged as a thesis. You could see 
relativism everywhere, while very few people claimed to be relativists. Slogans 
about radical “discontinuity” were very popular (I’m thinking of the early 
Foucault), as were Lyotard’s Wittgensteinian formulations about language 
games. I couldn’t find adequate analyses of relativism in the general field of 
literary criticism, and so in the late 1980s I started looking outside our field. 
I found a much deeper discussion of these issues in the philosophy of science. 
In the 1970s, a decade before I started working on this question, philoso-
phers and historians of science had analyzed these issues—in the debate over 
Thomas Kuhn’s work—and they had discussed it very productively. And 
that’s when I started realizing that we in literary theory may be digging a 
little hole for ourselves by not looking at our own questions as they have been 
formulated in other fields.
What I got from these debates is relevant to what you and I have been talking 
about: cross-cultural comparison. Putnam and Boyd, among others, argued 
that there is a conception of objectivity across various cultures and among 
scientists that can’t be criticized as easily as positivist notions of objectiv-
ity are [see sidebar]. Positivism held that facts are just “there,” like a table or 
stone. To find out if the table is really, objectively, there, I just kick it—as we 
all know. But there are so many things you can’t kick, and things are real and 
objective in so many different ways. The crucial post-positivist thesis is that 
everything—perception, knowledge, even scientific observation—is medi-
ated, by biases and presuppositions, by ideologies and theories [see sidebar]. 
Sometimes these mediations cause profound distortions that will make me 
see things I’m not actually seeing. But—the philosophical realist will argue—
there’s also room for the correction of distorted views, and we need to analyze 
the epistemic role played by our mediating prejudices or theories. If every-
thing is unavoidably mediated, relativism is one option—since we may not be 


able to get out of our own culture’s prejudices and underlying assumptions. 
The other option is the postpositivist realist one, which is that we take the 
mediating layers very seriously, seriously enough to discern what they’re 
enabling us to see and what they’re distorting or obscuring—and in each case 
we ask the crucial questions: How? Why? I think some notion of objectivity, 
one that includes a complex account of how distortions arise, is essential for 
cross-cultural comparison.
Q: Our assumptions and biases are related to our perspectives on the 
world, and one word for a particular perspective on the world is iden-
tity. Taking identity seriously is a goal you’ve pursued for a good part 
of your professional career, both in your own work and in the colloquia 
and publications of the Future of Minority Studies (FMS) research group, 
where you’ve helped develop a realist position on identity. But for some 
people today, “identity” and its linked phrase “identity politics” connote 
only a new form of tribalism at odds with the very form of cross-cultural 
understanding and coming-together that you appear to endorse in your 
other work. Why do you insist on the importance of identity, particularly 
“minority” identity?


A:  My view is that we need to take identity seriously enough to find out more 
about it as a complex social phenomenon. The positive transformation of identi-
ties has been the basis of some of the most exciting developments in our times: 
Black liberation struggles, the LGBT movements, third-world decolonization, 
and so forth. None of these movements grew automatically out of what people 
look like or even what they feel; they were based on the building of connections 
among people, on marking similarities and differences in their daily experiences 
and social interests, on what some social scientists call “brokerage.” Identity-
based politics grows out of an analysis of the whole social system, an analysis 
that contains theoretical explanations and rational conjectures about groups 
of people and their identities. So I think we should be wary of collapsing all 
forms of identity, good and bad, into one undifferentiated concept—and that’s 
the main thing FMS scholars have been talking about. Instead of fleeing from 
notions of identity, I would argue, we need to look carefully enough to be able 
to see whether what a group of people believes about its identity is justified—in 
terms of their overall values and the way the social world is in fact constituted.


philosophical terms in this interview


Cultural relativism: (1) the view that texts and ideas from 
a particular culture can be understood and evaluated only 
within the terms of that culture, never from outside it, which 
implies that different cultures are incommensurable in relation 
to each other; (2) the view that no meta-language exists 
that can mediate between the values and practices of 
different cultures.


positivism: the view that the world consists of, and is 
directly knowable as, a set of facts (for example, the 
hardness of a particular stone or the number of my fingers).


moral Realism: the position that moral values and beliefs 
can have objective validity and are in theory universalizable 
(as opposed to moral relativism, which denies any 
universalizable grounds for deciding among different beliefs).


post-positivist realism: the view, held by Hilary Putnam, 
Richard Boyd, and some other philosophers, that (unlike 
the positivist view) our knowledge of the world is never 
direct but is inevitably mediated by our interpretations, and 
that (unlike the relativist view) we can have valid grounds 
for our beliefs through the process of comparing and 
correcting interpretations. (To give an analogy: the fact that 
the electronic signals coming from my phone aren’t the real 
voice of my caller does not mean I have no knowledge of my 
caller’s voice and words.)
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For the FMS project, “minority” is not a numerical concept, it has to do 
with power; and it’s not just about racial minorities. We begin with the 
empirical hypothesis that we will learn a lot about our society by looking at 
the experiences of different minority groups whose one common feature is that 
they have inadequate access to social institutions because of their identities.
Q: So the term “identity” in this case describes a social relationship, 
not an inner frame of mind.


A: That’s right. In the United States, I see myself as a “person of color.” 
My consciousness of my racial identity helps me make sense of a lot of my 
experiences; and if I didn’t have that concept, I’d just be bewildered in some 
situations, unable to explain why certain things happen to me with such 
predictable regularity. If what I just said is true, it is a social fact—not a 
fact about my inner essence, but rather about the society in which you and 
I both live. Now let’s say I get on a plane one day and land in Kingston, 
Jamaica, three hours later and get off the plane and proclaim: “I’m a person 
of color, I’m a person of color.” They would have every reason to laugh at 
me; yet I’m the same person I was three hours earlier! My identity is not 
about my skin color or my inner feelings about who I am; the concept 
“person-of-color” refers to the society in which I live. So I’m not a per-
son of color in Jamaica because the term “person of color” 
doesn’t refer—except very minimally—to actual skin 
color. It’s not a descriptive term, it’s an analytical 
term. It refers to my situation and the situation 
of people who are in the relevant sense like 
me in a particular society, with its own 
power structure. Now in saying that, 
I’m not reifying that identity, making 
it more rigid. Instead, I’m saying: here 
is the way this society works; let’s try 
to change society so that these adven-
titious things (skin color, gender, 
etc.) won’t be so significant. Taking 
identity seriously can enable us to 
do good, complex social analysis, the 
kind of analysis needed to bring about 
meaningful social transformation.
Q: How does literature help us under-
stand the nature of identity? What’s an 
example from literature of an accurate 
interpretation of one’s identity?


A: Let’s go back to the Lakshmi Purana. The goddess 
Lakshmi, when she comes to see the caste attitude of the 
Brahmin patriarchs, ends up transforming her identity; she gives 
up a part of it, takes off those resplendent jewels and in effect disavows her 
role as the goddess of the Puri temple. She says to her husband, “Keep these 
jewels, they’re now yours, O friend of the destitute…. I choose to be an out-
caste woman now, a chandaluni.” We know that all through history people 
have done things like this. She isn’t just performing the identity of an out-
caste woman; in this new context, she gives up part of her former identity as 
the gracious daughter-in-law of the temple complex—
Q: In order to affirm a connection that is also part of her identity.


A: Yes, to affirm her connection and solidarity with other women and with 
the outcastes—more forcefully, more consciously and explicitly. And we 
would say this new identity is justified for two main reasons: it happens to 
be in accord with her deeper values, and that identity and those values are 
based on an accurate assessment of the way her society is organized around 
lines of gender and caste. So if you don’t think there is caste prejudice or 
anti-woman prejudice in her society, then you’ll think, “What the heck is 
she doing? This is crazy.” She is after all called the “crazy goddess,” “bai 
thakurani” in Oriya, because there is a folk tradition that sees the goddess 
Lakshmi as eccentric and, I suppose, subversive.
Q: She’s also called “the Mother,” or “Ma.”


A: Yes, she’s the mother-goddess who symbolizes the abundance of the uni-
verse (not just wealth), who also ensures well-being and spiritual grace. And 
it is this mother-goddess who says, I’m leaving you and your sacred temple, 


to be with others with whom I identify—poor women, outcastes. The general 
point I’m making, of course, is that this is a transformation that a lot of people 
go through, not just goddesses in sixteeenth-century Orissa.
Here’s another example, one that may seem a bit incongruous at first. In E. P. 
Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class, a canonical text that is 
about class and hence assumed to be about something other than “identity,” there 
is at first a tailor here, a bricklayer there, and a carpenter somewhere else. And, 
as Thompson shows, they all come together, interpret their own common experi-
ences and social interests, and give up part of their initial identity (“a tailor,” “a 
bricklayer,” and so on) so that they can forge a new common identity—namely, 
the English working class. Now that’s a transformation of identity. And you can’t 
deny that it’s a rational process: the transformation is based on their coming to 
see something deeper, something more fundamental about their social situation. 
The goddess Lakshmi’s transformation involves the same kind of process. And so 
does Paul D.’s transformation in Toni Morrison’s Beloved. Identity is such a bad 
word these days, and we want to show that, while, yes, sometimes we retreat into 
our identities as safe, insular spaces, we often also forge identities that are genu-
ine, that creatively engage the world in order to see it anew and understand it, in 
order ultimately to change it.


There’s a good example from another text from Orissa, a nine-
teenth-century novel I recently co-translated, called Six Acres 


and a Third. It’s considered the first major realist novel 
in the history of Indian literature, but its narrator 


is trickster-like, he’s always misquoting author-
ity, rebuking, teasing, sometimes the British, 


sometimes the colonialist mindset of the Indian 
middle class. At one point, while talking about 
weavers, one of the lowest castes, and rehears-
ing the upper-caste prejudices against them, 
he stops and says to his middle-class Oriya 
readers: “You know, it’s certainly true that 
weavers are not terribly smart, but don’t 
be too critical of them. Think for a second 
about the Manchester weavers and how they 
shook up the British Parliament just a few 


years ago.” Manchester weavers! Who would 
have thought of calling urban workers in the 


cotton mills of England “weavers”? Senapati’s 
novel makes that connection in one casual sentence 


and you could miss it, of course. But when the force of 
that connection sinks in, you start to think: this is a claim 


about political identity. There is, after all, a profound connec-
tion between the working people of rural Orissa and the working 


people of Great Britain.
Q: What have you tried to achieve in your work? What is your  
current project?


A: In my theoretical work, I’ve focused on some key concepts that are essential 
for literary and cultural analysis, especially cross-cultural analysis. I have writ-
ten about cultural relativism, about social identity, about the epistemic status of 
values, and most recently about the nature of literary reference. I’ve done this 
over the last two decades as an attempt to develop a theoretical alternative to 
postmodernism—an alternative that is “realist” (in the philosophical sense of that 
term). I have defended two notions that are generally considered suspect these 
days—sociocultural identity and moral universalism. I believe both of these are 
indispensable notions in our times, and have tried to sketch what I hope are con-
vincing theoretical accounts of them, showing how the two notions are not only 
compatible but in fact also complementary.
When I have written directly about literature, whether it is about Toni Morrison 
or Fakir Mohan Senapati, my theoretical investment in questions of identity and 
social justice has shaped my choices and goals. One of my more specific goals 
these days is to understand the role that the social struggles of oppressed groups 
have played in the development of such universal modern values as egalitarian-
ism and individuality. That project calls for research that is both comparative 
and multidisciplinary. I believe literary criticism can play a crucial role in shaping 
such a project.
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continued on page 6


Born in Addis 
Ababa, Ethiopia, 
Dag Woubshet 
emigrated to the 
United States 
when he was 
thirteen. Not so 
many years later, 
he received his 
PhD in the history 
of American 
civilization 
from Harvard 
University and 
joined the Cornell 
University 


Department of English as an assistant professor, where he has taught courses on 
the literature of the Black Atlantic and the literature and music of the 1980s. 
His book project, a study of AIDS elegies in the United States, will include a 
final chapter on letters from AIDS orphans in Ethiopia. In both his life and 
his research interests, therefore, Dag has moved across cultures. In this essay, he 
resists the “seductions” of a certain view of Ethiopia—the view of Ethiopia and 
its late emperor as a mystic source of inspiration for pan-African consciousness, 
or what he here calls putting the country in “romantic arrest”—in order to 
make a more personal contribution to the Diasporic tradition. In the resulting 
“suggestive comparison,” Dag juxtaposes genres of musical nostalgia from both 
sides of the Atlantic—the traditional tizita ballad of his native Ethiopia and 
the Negro spirituals of his (also native) North America—as they structure and 
resonate throughout the final, elegiac novel of James Baldwin.


Tinan’tenan t’so, zaren tentereso
Kenegem teweso, amna’nem adeso
Yemetal tizita gwazun agbesbeso
Outdoing yesterday, shouldering on today,
borrowing from tomorrow, renewing yesteryears,
comes tizita hauling possessions.


—Tizita lyric, in Amharic and English translation


This essay stems from a yearning to connect poetic practices across national 
boundaries, linking Africa and its Diaspora—by seeking out and fingering 
the gap that dislocation creates and so redirecting one’s own unmoored 
tongue, which, like water (to borrow from Toni Morrison) “is forever trying 
to get back to where it was.”
In the New World, Ethiopians are late-Diaspora people. For that reason, it 
would be ahistorical to compare Ethiopian and New World poetics in the 
ways usually framed by critics and writers of the African Diaspora. One 
can’t assume, for example, that the Middle Passage is the only context. 
Nor can one succumb to the seductions of Ethiopia as it’s 
romanticized in pan-African discourse, a discourse that 
has elevated it and constructed its apotheosis, restoration, 
and return. Nor can such a linking of traditions rely on 
a transnational, racial nationalism to do all the thinking. 


Instead, I want to extend the reaches of Diasporic discourse—and to free 
up the Ethiopia that is under romantic arrest—by making a suggestive 
translation, using an element of Ethiopian poetic tradition as a point of 
reference. In that effort, I bear with me what Ethiopians call tizita to offer a 
reading of an African American novel: James Baldwin’s Just Above My Head.
In Amharic, the word tizita has three related meanings. It can mean, in the 
first place, memory and the act of memory. Some dictionaries parenthetically 
add nostalgia, or the memory of loss and longing—and nostalgia certainly 
evokes the word’s attendant mood, its melancholy, which is discernible in the 
way Amharic speakers use it even in the most quotidian exchanges. Secondly, 
tizita refers to one of the scales or modes in secular Ethiopian music, one 
that conjures up in sonic terms the word’s dictionary meaning of nostalgia. 
Finally, and incorporating the two, tizita refers to a signature ballad in the 
Amharic songbook, which always takes the form of an expression of loss.
At bottom, tizita is a ballad about the memory of love loss. The lovelorn 
singer takes up as the subject the departed lover and, simultaneously, the 
unrelieved memory of loss that the lover’s departure has prompted. Tizita 
often begins as an apostrophe, a direct address to both the absent lover and 
memory as a personified abstraction: 


Tizita’ye antewneh, tizitam yelebgn
Tizita’ye antewneh, tizitam yelebgn
Emetalhu eyalk, eyekereh’ebgn
My tizita is you, I don’t have tizita
My tizita is you, I don’t have tizita
you say you’re coming, yet you never do


Amharic thrives on polysemy. Here the possessive tizita’ye, “my tizita,” refers 
to the singer’s own melancholy memory but also to the absent lover, since in 
Amharic the possessive is an ornament placed around certain nouns—“my” 
love, beauty, life, memory—to show affection in addressing a beloved. The 
second clause in the first two lines contains another generic trope—the 
singer’s disavowal of all memory but that of love loss—which positions lack 
and longing as the song’s spatial and temporal coordinates (lack is “here,” 
longing is “then”). The third line—the absent lover’s empty promise of a 
return—reprises and affirms the longing stated ambiguously at first.
The longing in tizita is without resolution, since the possibility of restoration 
or return is always thwarted. Unlike other acts of nostalgia that “try to 
repair longing with belonging,” tizita is akin to what Svetlana Boym terms 
“reflective nostalgia,” which “thrives in algia, the longing itself, and delays the 
homecoming—wistfully, ironically, desperately.” Like the blues, tizita keeps 
alive the apprehension of loss, and even when it reaches to overcome it, does 
so “not by the consolation of philosophy,” as Ralph Ellison puts it, but “by 
squeezing from it a near-tragic, near-comic lyricism.”


At its worst, a tizita ballad is sappy, enamored of its own 
sentimental excesses. At its best and most expressive, however, 


tizita is fierce and lyrical. It’s haunting, for example, in the 
vocal interpretations of Kassa Tessema, as he improvises with 
the language and, in his phrasing, creates unexpected gaps, 
d—laying meaning in words. Seyfou Yohannes interprets 
tizita as a dirge, while Ketema Mekonnen gives it an ironic, 
tragic-comic emphasis. Or, in the longest recorded tizita—


Tizita: A New World Interpretation
by Dag Woubshet
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recorded in October 1974, a month after the Revolution came and deposed 
Emperor Haile Selassie—we hear an anxious, allegorical exchange between 
Mahmoud Ahmed (on vocals) and Getachew Mekuria (on tenor saxophone), 
relaying the mood of a troubled country. Or, in the ornate interpretations 
of the Diaspora singer Aster Aweke, we hear her amplify glottal bursts 
in Amharic:


t’wa, k’wa, ch’wa


—or invent new words with familiar sounds as if yearning to hear the 
emphatic way the tongue learned to move.
To best appreciate tizita, it’s worth remembering the often aberrant, often 
itinerant life of the traditional azmari (pl. azmariwoch), the troubadours who 
first introduced tizita and other secular modes to the music repertoire. As the 
composer and musicologist Ashenafi Kebede points out, “the secular azmari 
style flourished alongside the complex style of religious music: in many 
cases, the secular style heavily borrowed melodic ideas and other techniques 
of verse improvisation from the sacred choral tradition zema-k’ne and, by a 
process of secularization, transformed and adopted the borrowed material 
into the stream of azmari art music.” Some azmariwoch in fact began their 
training in the church’s school of music, zema-bet, because the Orthodox 
Church was the main source of artistic creativity and training until the mid-
twentieth century. But they either defected or failed to graduate as deacons, 
and whatever clerical training they 
had they brought to the service 
of playing profane music. Other 
azmariwoch were already at the 
fringes, Kebede adds, since the 
secular arts were traditionally 
thought of as “specializations 
that should be left alone to the 
handicapped, the failures, beggars, 
lepers, slaves, loafers, and others 
that comprise the lowest stratum of 
the Ethiopian class society.”
Thus, the azmariwoch neither 
belonged to the church 
establishment nor held power 
in the feudal regime. Without 
status, title, or land, they roved 
the country entertaining at large 
gatherings, or became a staple 
of tej-bet, honey-wine drinking 
houses where the decorum of the 
aristocracy gave way to a stylized 
impropriety. Because they never 
were, and still are not, beholden 


to power, they offer striking glimpses of Ethiopian life. As the late poet and 
playwright Tsegaye Gabre-Medhin observes, the azmari, in articulating the 
censored, demystifying the taboo, resisting easy consolations, “reflects the 
dreams and the aspirations, the laughter and the tears of the people. He 
cannot be otherwise. He takes it from the people, and he reinterprets, with 
his talent, what the people already know about themselves.”
As I turn, then, to the American side of the Atlantic—to James Baldwin’s 
Just Above My Head—I want to carry with me both the azmari, the witness 
from the margins, and his tizita mode, in which memory, loss, and music are 
inextricably bound together.
Published in 1979, Just Above My Head, Baldwin’s last novel, clearly 
announces a late style in his fiction. For me, it’s a gem novel because it 
brings together some of Baldwin’s finest elements: it’s fiercely lyrical, and it 
relentlessly plumbs interiority. The result is an epic lament that contains at 
once the story of the gospel singer Arthur Montana and the personal grief 
of Hall Montana for his deceased brother, Arthur. The novel begins as Hall 
imagines his brother’s death and stammers out a lament:
The damn’d blood burst, first through his nostrils, then pounded through the 
veins in his neck, the scarlet torrent exploded through his mouth, it reached his 
eyes and blinded him, and brought Arthur down, down, down, down, down.
To be reconciled with his loss, 
Hall sets out to remember his 
brother’s journeys. And so we 
follow the principal characters 
from Jim Crow time up until 
the late 1970s; we follow them, 
too, through Birmingham, 
Atlanta, Washington, New 
York, Paris, London, and 
Abidjan. The fact that Baldwin 
covers so much temporal and 
spatial terrain of twentieth-
century life gives the novel 
its epic sweep, and there is 
something epic about each of 
the cities as well. “Birmingham, 
Alabama was the most wicked 
and loathsome city I had ever 
seen in my life,” says Hall of 
the city in the 1960s. Jim Crow 
Atlanta verges on catastrophe, 


submerged not 
in water, like its 
namesake, but fire, flesh burning on Georgia pines. New York 
City, the hub city in the novel to which the characters return 
after sojourns elsewhere, is also cast in epic terms. At one 
point, Hall traces the changing name of the city in order to 
recover, through its aboriginal name, meaning: “I always like 
to think that spirit of the violated land has whispered, thus far, 
but no farther. Manhattan, the island on which the city rests, is 
stronger than New York. As time has begun to indicate; as we 
shall see.”
I’m also calling the novel an epic lament because its principal, 
formal modes are the epic and the monody (a poem in which 
one laments a person’s death). As we’ve seen, the novel relates 
the story of the itinerant Arthur, “the Soul Emperor,” our 
witness-hero, but at the same time it sustains Hall’s lament for 
his beloved brother. Indeed, lament and longing in Just Above 
My Head, far from being peripheral, make up the book’s very 
texture. The key is provided by Baldwin’s brilliant use of Negro 
spirituals. The novel in fact makes little sense without its vast 
archive of spirituals, fragmented into passages, or indented 
whole, or placed in free indirect discourse. The text of these 
lyrics helps to generate meaning, and so does the sound of the 
songs: in a recorded reading of the novel, Baldwin sang the 


The lyrics of the Negro spiritual 
“Just Above My Head,” which 
inspired the title of James Baldwin’s 
novel. Re-worked as “Just above my 
head/I hear freedom in the air,” the 
spiritual became a favorite song of 
the Civil Rights movement.


Just above my head,


I hear music in the air;


Just above my head,


I hear music in the air;


Just above my head,


I hear music in the air;


There must be a God somewhere.
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UUndergraduate and graduate students typically 
live in Ithaca and study in residence, yet students 
in English frequently move the discipline out 
of the classroom and into the world. As one of 
our handbooks suggests, a student studying in 
residence “comprehends more than attending 
seminars and writing papers.” The PhD, MFA, 
and BA students frequently plan and participate 
in projects that defy the popular notion of English 
majors as isolated bookworms, hermetically sealed 
in libraries and classrooms, disengaged from the 
world around them. In the last year, students 
in the department have engaged the world in 
discussions about the restructuring of global and 
intellectual borders, as public advocates for poetry 
in everyday life, and as scholars abroad.


Reading groups
One of the most typical forms of extracurricular 
involvement for graduate students is participation 
in reading groups where members engage in self-
directed study and discussion in their disciplines. 
PhD students Karen Bourrier and Melissa 
Gniadek, coordinators of the Victorian Reading 
Group and the Nineteenth-Century American 
Reading Group respectively, wondered what 
outcomes might result if the two groups embraced 
a common focus instead of maintaining the 
rigid divisions of their British/American biases. 
The result of their border rearrangement was the 
“Transatlantic Nineteenth-Century Day,” which 
brought together students and faculty whose 
intellectual work focuses on different sides of the 
Atlantic so they might think about continuities 
and exchanges. The interaction between reading 
groups maintains the local interests of each while 
fostering new collaborations under the aegis of 
the growing field of “transatlanticism.”


poetry in Your pocket Day
This past April, MFA students traveled to New 
York City to participate in Poetry in Your Pocket 


Day, a project 
associated with 
National Poetry 
Month. According 
to Jared Harel, 
MFA ’08, the day 
demonstrates the 
accessibility of 
poetry by bringing 
down barriers 
to literature and 
pushing it into the 
everyday—where 
its audience is. 
“Poetry is . . . 
portable, it can 


be read on a subway or memorized or simply put 
in your pocket,” Harel says. During the event—
which is held in Bryant Park where 


the life of the city creates an atmosphere 
of possibility and diversity for readers and 
listeners—Harel and others read aloud to 
parkgoers and passersby. “Bryant Park’s Reading 
Room is not actually a room at all, but a really 
cozy area of the park with chairs, umbrellas, and 
even a portable bookshelf,” he says. “Anyone who 
wants can stop by and listen, and anyone reading 
is essentially reading to the city at large.”


study Abroad
Ariel Estevez, an undergraduate major, is 
currently writing to the Cornell community at 
large, blogging about his study-abroad experience 
in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Estevez is studying 
Spanish and Argentine literatures in addition to 
advanced Castelleno, a language class aided by 
his immersion in a Spanish-language university. 
Estevez cites the impact of his freshman and 
sophomore courses, which stressed writing as an 
important step in his development as a writer 
for public audiences. In addition to blogging for 
Cornell’s official blog network, he is also a writer 
for the Cornell Daily Sun. Estevez has taken more 
than these technical lessons to heart in Argentina. 
“When I came to Argentina,” he says, “I had 
very different ideas and assumptions about how 
society should work.” Being a literature student 
encouraged him to take a more contemplative 
approach in his interactions. “Rather than closed-
mindedly using my assumptions to guide me 
through new experiences, I use the same tactics 
I would use when reading literature to find a 
deeper, more complex understanding of things. I 
try to view events from someone else’s perspective, 
not just my own.” Navigating a new culture and 
a new language, and reporting these experiences 
back to friends, family, and interested readers has 
allowed Estevez to find a “deeper, more complex 
understanding” of what he finds in the world. 
He has found that close reading and developed 
interpretive skills, hallmarks of any course in the 
department, “lead to better judgment.” Whether 
they use these skills to rethink geography, to 
encourage literary reading, or to be reflective 
citizens, Cornell English students continue to find 
ways to apply even the most abstract lessons to 
life in the world.


Cornell Cast video of Poem in Your Pocket Day: 
www.cornell.edu/video/details.cfm?vidID=218& 
display=preferences
Ariel Estevez’s CU Abroad blog: https://blogs.cit.
cornell.edu/cua_ae75


Student Activities in English
[Editor’s note: This article, which was prepared by Jonathan Senchyne, is the first in what will be a regular 
feature on undergraduates and graduates doing English studies at Cornell.]


lyrics instead of simply reading them aloud, 
evoking meaning on multiple registers.
Thinking at once of the spirituals and the 
Ethiopian azmari, I’m struck by the way 
Baldwin too reinterprets a sacred mode to 
apprehend love and its loss. In the last chapter 
of The Souls of Black Folk, W.E.B. DuBois 
makes a chilling observation: in “the sorrow 
songs of deep successful love there is ominous 
silence.” Just Above My Head is Baldwin’s 
ambitious attempt to extend the spirituals 
to account for love. In the last section of the 
novel, Hall recognizes his story as “a love song 
to my brother […] an attempt to face both 
love and death.” Even more, at the tail end of 
the novel, we witness a remarkable narrative 
shift from Hall’s hands to those of Jimmy, 
Arthur’s lover. Immediately before this shift, 
Hall says: “Perhaps I must now do what I have 
most feared to do: surrender my brother to 
Jimmy, give Jimmy’s piano the ultimate solo: 
which must also now be taken as the bridge.” 
It’s at this bridge in the story that I hear the 
change in tune from Hall’s embrace of the 
spirituals to Jimmy’s tizita. Even though it 
may be a different tongue, in Jimmy’s solo, 
in his melancholy groove, I hear clearly the 
resonances of tizita.
In the same way as tizita embodies memory, 
loss, longing, and song, Baldwin sutures the 
novel, using the same threads. And as he 
interprets twentieth-century American life 
with such lyricism and insight, we should 
listen to the azmari, who from the margins of 
the Old World, also makes our cries, memory, 
and music audible. For music, as Baldwin says, 
“don’t begin like a song. Forget all that bullshit 
you hear. Music can get to be a song, but it 
starts with a cry. That’s all.”


References
James Baldwin, Just Above My Head 
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Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia 
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Alison Case and harry E. shaw, Reading the 
Nineteenth-Century Novel (Blackwell’s, 2008)


For nearly thirty years, Harry Shaw has been one of America’s ablest readers 
and theorists of the British novel; his Narrating Reality (1999) stands as 
perhaps the finest treatment in English of the realist novel as a special form 
of representing historical process. In this book—the latest in the series 


Reading the Novel, edited by Dan Schwarz—Shaw 
teams up with his former student Alison Case (PhD 
1991), now a professor of English at Williams 
College. These ten essays on twelve novels provide 
a penetrating survey of the richest period of British 
fiction, from Pride and Prejudice to Middlemarch; 
they are both accessible introductions and astutely 
original readings. If they hold one guiding 
assumption, it’s that language is by nature dialogic 
(as described by the great Soviet critic Mikhail 
Bakhtin), bearing in each sentence the marks of 
earlier exchanges and other voices, and that in 
fiction the narrator is a privileged focus of discursive 
dialogue. Each chapter devotes considerable space to 
close readings of passages, and a valuable appendix 


on free indirect discourse clarifies some of the technical issues in narration. 
But for Case and Shaw, close attention to technique is important not just for 
its own sake but for opening up the larger dimensions of literary response, 
including historical context. “To read a novel richly means to perform it, as 
one would a musical score,” they write in their introduction. “We hope that 
our readings of passages will provide a model for this kind of performance 
that will carry over into our readers’ own approach to works of fiction.” The 
authors’ respect both for their own readers and for their novelists’ insights 
into “what it means to be human” makes this book valuable to anyone 
interested in literature, including experts, but perhaps especially to those 
who would like to look back again at a favorite text, while enjoying a sample 
of contemporary criticism at its best.


Robert morgan, Boone (Algonquin Books of 
Chapel Hill, 2007)


Bob Mogan is the author of eight books 
of fiction, including Gap Creek (which was 
chosen as an Oprah Winfrey Book Club 
selection) and The Balm of Gilead Tree, a 
selection of his short stories; he has also 
written twelve books of poetry, including 
Green River: New and Selected Poems; and a 
volume of essays and interviews. Throughout 
this huge oeuvre, he has presented a complex 
portrait of a human landscape in the most 
literal sense: a material environment and 
a history of people vitally interlocked in 
struggle and change. In bringing to life the 
experiences of farmers and itinerants in the 
western Carolinas, from earliest frontier days 
to the present moment, he’s also fashioned an immensely flexible style, 
varying from colloquial first-person prose narratives to carefully wrought, 
concretely precise lyrical poetry—a style that has always defied traditional 
boundaries between genres and that now, in his first work of biography, 
modulates into a vivid yet concrete and precise vehicle for the conveying of 
history. At once a work of careful scholarship and a lyrical re-imagining of a 
distance past, Boone brings to life a complex figure: legislator and naturalist, 
a Freemason, a soldier, a lover of the land, and an early conservationist. A 
brilliant concluding chapter counterpoints Boone’s life with an account of 
the legend. By presenting Boone to a modern reader as a human being rather 


than a legend, Morgan recreates a special form of heroism and a set of values 
pertinent to the present day. According to Michael Kammen, professor 
emeritus of history at Cornell, this is “the best of all possible Boones.”


grant farred, Long Distance Love: A Passion for 
Football (Temple University Press, 2008)


Long Distance Love is Grant Farred’s first book to appear since he joined the 
English Department last fall. It’s an original and startling work that defies 
easy definition. The subtitle indicates that the “love” of the title is not for a 
woman, and the first pages of the book indicate the “passion” of the subtitle 
is not just for football. Moving from apartheid South Africa to the Argentina 
of the “dirty war” to the Spain of Franco to a final match in Liverpool, 
Farred gives us at once a fan’s autobiography, a journalistic eyewitness to 
political struggle, a skilled account of a sport, and a work of cultural studies 
that by its example helps define what’s best and vital about cultural studies as 
a field of writing. It’s also a powerful meditation on the meaning of identity 
in a globalized world. On page five, Farred introduces himself and his 
subject in this way:
“I am South African by birth, but I do not identify with the nation—I did 
not in its apartheid instantiation, I do not fit in its ‘democratic’ instantiation. 
I have lived in the 
USA for the great 
majority of my adult 
life, but I make no 
claims to being an 
American. South 
Africa is where I was 
born, but it is only 
partly who I am. 
America is where I 
live and work, but 
it does not begin to 
define me. National 
identity is not 
ontology. Besides, 
as someone who is 
not a lover of the 
nation—not the one of my birth, not the one I 
live in, or any other—I never support a country 
during the World Cup. I only root for Liverpool 
players representing their country... Liverpool FC 
[Football Club] is who I am. It is my primary 
form, arguably my only form, of affective 
identification.”
Farred’s combination of whimsy and earnestness 
raises a host of questions: What is the relationship 
between the game and the life? In a multicultural 
world, what’s the connection between the older 
concept of nation and the new phenomenon of an international audience? 
What kind of politics does globalization make possible or deny—and what 
new forms of identity? Like the work of Mohanty and Woubshet, Farred’s 
book also exemplifies the claim that this issue of English at Cornell has been 
making: reading—and experiencing—across cultures is a skill needed for 
everyone in the twenty-first century and one that literary study is uniquely 
constituted to develop.


Focus on Books
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This spring Junot Díaz won the 2008 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction for his first 
novel, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. Díaz’s hero is an obese “ghetto 
geek” who, like his author, was born in the Dominican Republic and lives in 
Paterson, New Jersey, and whose adventures in this novel are held together 
by a voice the New York Times calls “profane, lyrical, learned, and tireless, a 
riot of accents and idioms coexisting within a single personality.”
Díaz first became widely-known for Drown, a 
collection of stories in 1996 that has become a 
landmark of contemporary fiction and which first saw 
life as an MFA thesis at Cornell. (He returned this 
spring to give a highly successful reading in the annual 
writers’ series.)
But he is not the only distinguished fiction writer 
of Hispanic descent associated with the Cornell 
department. Two years ago, the department hired 
Ernesto Quiñonez [see the 2007 issue of English at 
Cornell], whose novels Bodega Dreams and Chango’s 
Fire brilliantly explore the struggles and hopes of immigrant youth growing 
up in Spanish Harlem. And Quiñonez’s senior colleague at Cornell (and the 
teacher of Junot Díaz) is Helena Maria Viramontes, the well-known author 
of Moths, a short-story collection, and the novel Under the Feet of Jesus.


Viramontes’s recent novel, Their Dogs Came 
With Them (Atria Books, 2007), represents 
a new level of complexity and emotional 
intensity to U.S. Latino/a fiction. Its 
interwoven chapters follow the lives of young 
people who live in the same neighborhood of 
East Los Angeles—including a female gang 
member, a young missionary, a mentally ill 
college student, and a schoolgirl—as they 
move through a momentous twenty-four hours 
towards a climax that unites them in a single, 
blinding moment. The title comes from an 
Aztec account of the conquest of Mexico, in 


which the Spaniards are seen advancing with glittering weapons and armor 
and salivating dogs; but the dogs of Viramontes’s novel are victims of a 


rabies quarantine rather than aggressors. Each 
night, Latino residents must line up with photo 
IDs before returning to their neighborhoods, 
while helicopters with floodlights and machine 
guns search out stray dogs wandering the streets. 
Tranquillina, the young missionary, fondly 
remembers a vision of her father miraculously 
levitating over the desert between Mexico and 
a Promised Land to the north; but in the Los Angeles of the present, the 
floodlit helicopters are angels of death, not life, even though Tranquillina’s 
undaunted faith holds promise of redemption more powerful than the 
weapons of the new conquistadores. The incident of the quarantine is 
fictional and therefore metaphorical of a repeated relationship of conquest 
and suppression, with the dogs of the conquistadores reappearing as figures 
of the immigrant “underclass,” but the novel is true to the experience of the 
police campaign of harassment and surveillance instituted between the two 
great uprisings in 1965 and 1992. These parallels make Their Dogs Came 
With Them a complex meditation on politics and history, yet it never loses 
its focus on its main characters. For a reader who has undergone the novel’s 
shattering power, the characters—with their weakness, faith, self-betrayal, 
and indomitable courage—remain in the memory as living beings long after 
the last page has been turned.
The works of two other former MFA students deserve mention. In 2004 
Herman Carrillo published Loosing my Espanish, a powerful fusion of history 
and memory presented as the final “lesson” of a high school teacher about 
to lose his job in Chicago. And in 2007 Manuel Muñoz followed up his 
powerful collection Zigzagger Stories (2003) with The Faith Healer of Olive 
Avenue, stories that explore the lives and experiences of gay Chicanos living 
in the central valleys of California.
From a Chicano migrant family to a Gatsby-like druglord in Spanish 
Harlem; from Trujillo’s Dominican Republic to the turbulent ninety miles 
between Castro’s Cuba and the southern United States: the cultural range 
of these lives and locations indicates the richness of contemporary U.S. 
Latino/a writing. It also suggests that Cornell has become a leading center 
of this work.


U.s. Latino/a fiction from Cornell


Retiring: Sandra Siegel
Sandra Siegel retired in June after forty-three 
years in the English Department—the longest 
record of any present faculty member. A native 
New Yorker, she graduated from Hunter College 
with a degree in philosophy and received her 
PhD in literature in 1968 from the Committee 
on Social Thought of the University of Chicago. 
By that point she’d been teaching at Cornell for 
three years. That was in a different era, when 
the talented spouses of male junior faculty often 
signed on to teach writing courses as lecturers 
without tenure while raising their children. In 
1973, she joined her mostly male colleagues in a 
tenure-track appointment, ultimately becoming 
the third woman tenured by English.
Over those years, Sandra became a widely 
recognized specialist in Anglo-Irish modernism. 
Her edition of the manuscripts of Yeats’s play 


Purgatory came out in 1986 as a volume in the 
Cornell Yeats, edited by Stephen Parrish, and she 
has since then published numerous essays on 
Yeats’s contemporaries. Throughout her work, she 
has focused on the marginalized, the quirky, the 
anomalous—women, the Irish, dandies, gay men, 
decadents. One figure combining most of 
these traits is, of course, Oscar Wilde, about 
whom she has had much to say—in courses, 
lectures, conferences, and essays that range 
from focused, scholarly studies to broad-
ranging observations on Wilde’s contemporary 
significance and re-imaginings.
In 1976 Sandra’s teaching was recognized by 
the Clark Outstanding Teaching Award— 
she was one of earliest members of the 
department to receive this honor. But her 
teaching has always extended beyond Cornell: 


she’s lectured or held fellowships at Princeton, the 
National University of Ireland in Galway, New 
York University, Peking University, the University 
of Indonesia, and the Payne-Whitney Clinic in 
New York, among many other places.
Fortunately for those many who have been 
touched by her loyalty and generosity, Sandra 
has always come back. But she’s likely to keep 
traveling in spirit if not in body. She’s already 
taken up a sketching pad and begun work on a 
new career as an artist—probably not her last.
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farewells
This year four members of the English 
Department moved on to jobs elsewhere. After 
three years gracing the teaching of Romantic 
literature, Anna-Lise Francois returned to 
the University of California, Berkeley. Nicole 
Waligora-Davis, a devoted scholar and teacher 
of African American literature, will be teaching 
at Rice University in Texas. Liz DeLoughry, 
who brought original expertise in the literature 
and culture of island peoples, has moved to the 
English Department at UCLA. And after several 
years on leave, Biodun Jeyifo reluctantly resigned 
from the department to accept a permanent 
position at Harvard. (Readers of this newsletter 
will recall the cover story devoted to “BJ,” 
“The World De-Colonized,” in the 2002 issue.) 
These colleagues will be deeply missed.


This summer Molly Hite retired from the chairmanship of the English 
department. During her term, she led the department with characteristic 
energy, focus, and high spirits. Remarkably, she presided over eleven 
hires—the largest number for such a short period in the recent memory 
of the department—which include joint hires in Feminist, Gender, 
& Sexuality Studies; the Africana Studies and Research Center; and 
the Department of Theater, Film and Dance. These hires, and the 
interdisciplinary connections they are forging, will crucially shape the 
department’s identity for years to come.


Ellis Hanson, who succeeds Molly as chair 
for a three-year term, graduated from Vassar 
in 1987 and received his PhD from Princeton 
before coming to Cornell in 1995. He has 
quickly acquired a reputation as one of the 
nation’s wittiest and most astute practitioners 
of queer theory and criticism. His first book, 
Decadence and Catholicism (1997), argued that 
male decadent authors developed a queer identity 
through an absorption in Christian imagery 
and ritual. His second book, Out Takes, collects 


essays on gay and lesbian cinema and on queer themes in popular 
entertainment. His courses, including the large lecture course on Desire, 
are consistently among the most popular in the undergraduate English 
curriculum; he has also been an active graduate advisor and has served on 
the steering committees of both Lesbian, Bisexual, and Gay Studies and 
Feminist, Gender, & Sexuality Studies.
Hanson will be assisted this year by a board of five colleagues: Grant 
Farred (assistant chair), Laura Donaldson (director of undergraduate 
studies), Andrew Galloway (director of graduate studies), Helena 
Viramontes (director of creative writing), and Laura Brown (director of 
graduate student teaching).


in memoriam
Anthony Caputi (1924–2008)


Anthony Caputi, 
professor emeritus of 
English at Cornell, 
died in Ithaca on 
February 6, after a 
long illness.
Tony was born in 
Buffalo, New York, 
the son of Italian 
immigrants (his father 
was an ice-cream 
vendor). After active 


service in World War II, he graduated from the 
University of Buffalo on the G.I. Bill and received 
his PhD in English from Cornell, specializing in 
the dramatic literature of the English Renaissance. 
From 1956 until his retirement in 1991 he was a 
professor of English and comparative literature, 
serving as chairs of both departments. He also 
was the recipient of two Fulbright Fellowships 
and a Guggenheim.
His first book, John Marston, Satirist (1961), 
treats intensively the works of a contemporary 
of Shakespeare’s. Caputi’s friend and colleague 
Barry Adams still recalls his first encounter with 
the book nearly half a century ago, when he was 
a beginning instructor looking for approaches to 
teaching the Renaissance: “It was full of teachable 
stuff, but also first-rate critical and scholarly 
stuff, all of it in prose that was unpretentious, 
workmanlike, and accessible. Tony’s analysis 
of Marston’s ‘seriocomic view’ as a matter of 
tone rather than intellectual substance I found 
especially stimulating, and his account of 
Marston’s career with respect to its integrity and 


consistency provided any number of points of 
entry and departure.” Adams also recalls Caputi’s 
essay on Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure—
another masterpiece of “seriocomic” tone—for 
among other things its analysis of how in the 
last act the machinery of the plot is thrown 
into “reverse.”
From work on the English Renaissance, Caputi 
moved on to a two-volume anthology of Western 
drama from the Romans to the present. Some of 
the material in his introductions—in particular, 
his treatment of Roman mime and pantomime 
and their roots in the fabula Atellana—in 
turn contributed to his next major project, a 
comprehensive study of low comedy (Buffo: 
The Genius of Vulgar Comedy [1988]). His final 
volume of criticism, Pirandello and the Crisis of 
Modern Consciousness (1988), rounds off his work 
in the twentieth century.
By the time of this book, he had already 
embarked on a second career as a creative writer. 
In 1974, he published his first novel, Loving 
Evie, which concerns a professor’s love affair with 
a favorite student; his second, Storms and Son, 
followed eleven years later. His story “The Derby 
Hopeful” won an O. Henry Award in 1979. 
Caputi was also a gifted amateur actor at Cornell, 
whose most notable role was as Richard III.
In retirement, Caputi had the good fortune of 
extended visits to Rome before his final illness. 
As a teacher and colleague, as a scholar and 
administrator, as an actor and creative writer, 
he played his many parts with an unmatched 
exuberance, generosity, and zest for life that will 
long remain in our memory.


Changing of the guard


Notesfaculty 
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Kevin Attell 
joined the English 
Department this 
year as an assistant 
professor. He received 
his PhD from 
the University of 
California, Berkeley 
in 2003 and was a 
Mellon Postdoctoral 
Fellow in the 
Humanities at Johns 
Hopkins. His research 


focuses on twentieth-century American and 
British literature as well as literary theory. He is 
currently working on two book projects. National 
Characters, a study of the novels of Pynchon, 
Rushdie, and Joyce, examines the idea of fiction as 
a form of national epic. His other book concerns 
the contemporary Italian philosopher Giorgio 
Agamben, whose books The Open and State of 
Exception he has translated. Attell’s interests 
are reflected in his teaching at Cornell, which 
includes courses on paranoia in contemporary 
American fiction and film, the reading of fiction, 
and American literature from 1865 to the present, 
as well as a graduate course on Agamben.


Jeremy Braddock, 
assistant professor 
of English, received 
his PhD from 
the University of 
Pennsylvania in 
2002. He has taught 
at Princeton and, 
before coming to 
Cornell, was faculty 
fellow at the Stanford 
Humanities Center. 
His research concerns 


the relationships among artists, institutions, and 
cultural intermediaries in the American interwar 
period, in particular those involving modernist 
and African American literary culture. His 
book-in-progress, titled Collecting as Modernist 
Practice, is a study of art collections, anthologies, 
and archives. A second interest is in film studies; 
the book he co-edited, Directed by Allen Smithee 
(Minnesota 2001), examines the politics of 


the directorial pseudonym in Hollywood. This 
fall he will be teaching a graduate class on 
modernist collaborations and collectivities and an 
undergraduate seminar about the relationship of 
documentary technologies and literature in the 
1930s and 1960s.


Grant Farred, who 
obtained his PhD 
from Princeton 
University in 1997, 
joins the Africana 
Studies and English 
departments at 
Cornell University 
from the Program in 
Literature at Duke 
University. His most 
recent book, Long 
Distance Love: A 


Passion for Football (Temple University Press) was 
published in February [see “Focus on Books” 
on page eight of this newsletter]. His previous 
books are on South African literature and culture 
(Midfielder’s Moment: Literature and Culture in 
Contemporary South Africa), black vernacular 
intellectuals (What’s My Name? Black Vernacular 
Intellectuals), and race and globalization (Phantom 
Calls: Race and the Globalization of the NBA). 
He is also the general editor of the journal South 
Atlantic Quarterly, a position he has held since 
May 2002. Starting this fall, he will serve both 
as director of graduate studies in the Africana 
Studies and Research Center and as associate chair 
in English.


Jane Juffer comes 
to Cornell with a 
joint appointment 
in the English 
Department and in 
Feminist, Gender, 
& Sexuality Studies. 
She previously 
taught English at 
Pennsylvania State 
University, where 
she was also director 
of the Latino/a 


Studies Initiative. She has written two books, 
both published by New York University Press: 
At Home with Pornography: Women, Sex, and 
Everyday Life, and Single Mother: The Emergence 
of the Domestic Intellectual. Her other work 
includes articles on Latino studies at the corporate 
university, the U.S.-Mexico border, migration, 
and domesticity. Her current research project 
examines how religion is shaping Latino/Latin 
American migration in the United States, using 
an ethnographic approach that will focus on 
communities in the Midwest and Mid-Atlantic. 
At Cornell she’ll be teaching cultural studies, 


Latino studies, and 
feminist theory.


Jenny Mann 
received her PhD 
from Northwestern 
University in 2006 
and joins the Cornell 
faculty as an assistant 
professor after a 
one-year fellowship. 
Her research and 
teaching interests 
include sixteenth- 


and seventeenth-century British literature and 
culture, with a particular focus on the history of 
rhetoric, history of science, and gender studies. 
Her book-in-progress, Outlaw Rhetoric: Figuring 
Vernacular Eloquence in Early Modern England, 
argues that the translation of classical rhetoric 
into the everyday vernacular becomes a means of 
literary and national invention in the sixteenth 
century. Reading rhetorical handbooks alongside 
plays, poems, and prose romances, she shows 
how the translation of Greek and Latin figures of 
speech into English functions as a kind of plot 
generator, turning classical figures of transport 
and exchange into native stories of fairies and 
Robin Hood. At Cornell her teaching includes a 
graduate seminar on Renaissance rhetoric, as well 
as undergraduate seminars on Shakespeare and 
other dramatists, and a course on the relationship 
between literature and the scientific revolution in 
England.
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When Scott McMillin died in March 2006 
he was at the height of his productive powers, 
leaving two manuscripts virtually completed. 
One, a study of the early texts of Othello, will 
appear soon under the editorship of Scott’s 
junior colleague Rayna Kalas; the other, The 
Musical as Drama, was published by Princeton 
University Press in 2006. This spring, the English 
Department learned that The Musical as Drama 
was the unanimous choice for the George Jean 
Nathan Award for the year’s finest achievement in 
dramatic criticism.
The Musical as Drama reflects Scott’s lifelong 
passion for American popular music of the 
twentieth century, a passion he translates into 
precise observation and close argument. Just as 
characteristically, Scott champions an underdog—
in this case a form often dismissed as commercial 
and mindless. Denying that the musical is in 
any sense an “integrated” form, he finds its value 
instead in a fundamental disjunction between 
dramatic action and the “numbers” that interrupt 
it—a feature deriving from its roots in popular 
entertainment. This dis-integration, Scott argues, 
allows the characters to step out of dramatic time 


into another 
dimension that 
he calls “lyric 
time,” which in 
turn challenges 
conventional 
expectations of 
psychological 
realism. 
And while 
acknowledging 
the form’s 
collusion 
with a vapid 
commercial economy, he can 
still take musicals seriously 
for their political value. As 
he writes:
“West Side Story is about 
the violence of a younger 
generation with nothing 
productive to do. Cabaret 
is about fascism in an urban society caught up 
in heedless entertainments. A Chorus Line is 
about sexuality in the theatre, which means to 


an important extent gay sexuality. Sweeney Todd 
is about injustice and the pressure for revenge 
among the powerless in industrialized cities. 
People who find these issues unimportant do not 
pay attention to politics, and the shows I have 
named are among the most revivable American 
dramas of the past half-century. They are also 
among the musicals that connect with the broadly 
popular forms of song-and-dance entertainment 
that gave rise to the genre in the first place.”


The voice in passages like this one is lively yet 
measured, witty yet urgent—the voice of one 
who loved to debate and describe and listen and 
praise. For those who knew and loved Scott, 
reading these pages is both a poignant reminder 
of loss and a source of comfort: the man is gone 
but the voice remains, still teaching us how to 
read, and listen, and enjoy, and make sense of 
the world.


Posthumous Award
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INSIDE ENGLISH: A N O T E  FROM  
TH E CHAIR


When I  set out to fill this space last year, it was hard to 
focus on anything but the growing diversity of our depart
mental community and its activities. This time I  want to say 
something about language. English continues to be our stock 
in trade, and it is clear that our students ’ respect for the 
discipline of verbalform has not only survived the senescence 
of the New Criticism, but is i f  anything stronger than ever.


Much of the impulse is performative. Learning to speak 
40 lines of blank verse properly can be the high point of a 
Shakespeare class, and Carol Kaske’s students produce their 
own Spenserian stanzas as part of studying the Faerie 
Oueene. More and more students are supplementing their 
freshman seminar experience with one or more of a growing 
and increasingly specialized range of upper-level expository 
writing courses. And at a time when the author exists in 
theory only as the random focal point of a melee of cultural 
forces, the impulse to be one is growing: every creative writing 
course we offer begins the term with a long and tenacious 
wait-list. The young man who wants to write about a young 
man who Wants to Write is still around, but he really does 
have to want to write. When Stephanie Vaughn was 
promoted last year, what the letters on her teaching praised 
repeatedly were her toughness and honesty in whipping her 
students’ fiction into shape, and Bob Morgan challenges 
young poets to attempt risky forms like the Villanelle and the 
Pantoum.


Meanwhile diversification continues: our appoint
ments for 1992-93 are an Asian Americanist (Sunn Shelley 
Wong, from Berkeley), and an African Americanist (Lois 
Brown, from Boston College). With the American Indian 
Program we are working on what would be ourfirst appoint
ment in the area of Native American literature. All of this is 
goodfor the Department and for Cornell, and a recent signal 
from the great world suggests our excellence is recognized: 
U.S. News and World Report has pronounced our grad 
program in English one of the top half-dozen in the country. 
I  hope we are doing as well by our undergraduates, too, and 
I  invite you all to come and decide for yourselves.


M ELLON FELLOW SHIPS IN  TH E  
HUM ANITIES


Drawing up rank lists has always been fun for students 
o f English. We agree that Milton is No. 2 (well, d o n ’t 
we?). But is D onne No. 6 or No. 7, Keats No. 8 or No. 
9? And what about Shelley, cries a passionate voice 
from  the back o f the class? So it is easy to move to a 
ranking o f colleges, o f the sort the US News and World 
Report publishes annually. In these rankings Cornell 
University stands consistently high— in the top 10 or 
12. But recently we found a way to m easure the 
popularity (one index o f true rank) o f graduate 
departm ents o f English across the country. Over the 
past 10 years, Region I o f the Mellon Fellowships in 
the  H um anities  p rogram  has been  c h a ired  at 
Cornell—by Dean Seznec, Dean Randel, and Prof. 
Stephen Parrish. Region I is the m ost selective in the 
nation: stretching across New England and W estern 
Canada, it includes such powerhouses as Harvard and 
Amherst, Brown and Williams, D artm outh, Smith, 
Wellesley, McGill—and Cornell. Each Mellon appli
cant is required  to list three to five graduate depart
m ents s /h e  is applying to, and to indicate the first 
choice. Informal tabulation o f the choices o f appli
cants in English in the past two years puts Cornell at 
the very top.


1990 1991
Listed 1st choice Listed 1st choice


Berkeley 36 13 Cornell 30 5
Cornell 35 12 Berkeley 29 14


Harvard 27 9
Yale 27 8 Stanford 24 8
Stanford 24 8
Harvard 24 7 Brown 18 3


Yale 17 2
Duke 19 4
Princeton 19 2 Duke 14 4
Virginia 19 1







1990 1991
Listed 1st choice Listed 1st choice


Hopkins 11 1
Brown 15 2 Michigan 11 0


Virginia 10 1
Columbia 12 3 Princeton 9 5
Hopkins 12 2
Penn 11 1 Penn 7 1
Chicago 11 1 UCLA 7 1
Michigan 10 2 Chicago 6 0


Columbia 6 0


D epartm ents o f English tend  to flourish and wane 
and  there  are various ways o f reading these figures. 
But they do encourage us to suppose that we m ust be 
doing som ething right.


Steve Parrish


AMERICAN STUDIES AT CORNELL


W hen Cushing Strout retired  in 1989 I inherited  
both  his chair (the Ernest I. W hite Professorship of 
Am erican Studies and  H um ane Letters) and the 
directorship o f the American Studies Program . Cush 
prom ptly delivered his files to me and I discovered 
that I was in charge o f an interdisciplinary under
graduate m ajor that had been in existence since the 
early 1970’s. Students were required  essentially to 
take courses in Am erican history and American litera
ture as well as to dabble some in o ther disciplines and 
cultures. So far so good.


W hat I did no t find was evidence o f any course 
designed to in troduce students to the field itself—not 
surprising, since the nature o f the “field” has for some 
time been a hotly contested question. After consult
ing with some m em bers o f the American Studies 
Com m ittee, I rashly decided to plunge in and offer a 
“pro-sem inar” in Am erican Studies that would func
tion at least to bring students in the m ajor together 
and, perhaps, to give them  a handle on the course o f 
study they had chosen. T hat first version o f English/ 
Am erican Studies 465, offered in the spring o f ’90, 
began with a presentation on the in ten t and purpose 
o f cultural studies in the American context, and then 
proceeded  through a sm orgasbord o f topics—includ
ing Puritanism, nineteenth-century slave narratives, 
m arriage and divorce (focussing on Kate C hopin’s 
T he Awakening), religious experience in America 
(with particular attention to young people, from  


Jona than  Edwards’ prodigious five-year old disciple 
Phoebe Bartlett to Jo h n  U pdike’s David in “Pigeon 
Feathers”), and on to the history and literature of


im m ig ra tio n , th e  socio logy  o f  su b u rb ia , a n d  
“Casablanca” as Am erican cult film. I also got a little 
help from  my friends: Isaac Kramnick conducted a 
session on Liberalism in America; Dan McCall led 
students th rough Melville’s “Bartleby the Scrivener,” 
including a discussion o f his own book The Silence of 
Bartlebv: and Laura M eixner, from  the History o f Art 
D epartm ent, offered a presentation on nineteenth- 
century Am erican painting.


The following year I decided to focus on technol
ogy in America. In addition to some o f the original 
topics, we had sessions on Leo M arx’s The M achine in 
the G arden . Twain’s Connecticut Yankee in King 
A rthur’s C ourt, and Brooklyn Bridge as artifact and 
cultural symbol. I also persuaded Steve Shiffrin, from 
the Law School, to conduct a class on the first am end
m ent. It was a great success and probably helped 
nudge some students toward a legal career.


This year I am fortunate in having a co-conspira
tor in the course. G lenn Altschuler, already Dean of 
the Sum m er School, was recently nam ed Professor of 
American Studies (he is a well-respected and active 
historian), and has en tered  the program  with en thu 
siasm. He will conduct sessions in the pro-sem inar on 
sports and movies, am ong o ther topics. I myself have 
worked up a presentation on the semiotics o f Ameri
can cereal boxes (not as “flaky” as it sounds; I am 
following in the distinguished footsteps o f Leo Spitzer 
and Roland B arthes). We shall conclude the term  by 
rediscovering Columbus—our contribution to the 
quincentenary observations.


With m odest financial support from  Dean Don 
Randel, about twenty-five loyal undergraduate  ma
jors, and a revitalized faculty com m ittee, the Ameri
can Studies program  appears to be flourishing. We 
invite com m ents and suggestions from  English De
partm ent alum nae and alum ni that m ight help us to 
strengthen the program  even further.


Joel Porte


FACULTY N O TES


Archie Ammons has published a volume called Poems 
in Roumania, translated by Petronela Negosanu. Jean 
Blackall has jo in ed  the editorial board o f Henry James 
Review, and has articles forthcom ing in Woman’s Stud
ies, Edith Wharton Review, Benet’s Reader’s Encyclopedia, 
and A Companion to James Studies. Rick Bogel, who 
served in the fall of 1991 as Acting Chair of the English 
D epartm ent, has a num ber of articles on 18th Cen
tury literature forthcom ing, and also continues to 
play jazz trom bone with The G reenhouse Effect and







the Lowdown Alligator Jass Band. Laura Brown gave 
a plenary address at the annual Am erican Eighteenth- 
Century Studies Conference in 1991, en titled  “Afri
cans and Amazons: G ender, Race, and Em pire in 
Daniel D efore.” The essay will be published in a 
volume called Race and Gender in the Early Modem 
Period. Cynthia Chase is editing a book on Rom anti
cism with Longm an. T hree o f Jonathan Culler's 
books will be translated into Czech, Japanese and 
Turkish. Don Eddy has compiled A Preliminary Handlist 
of Books to which Dr. Samuel Johnson was a Subscriber, with 
J.D. Fleeman, for the Bibliographical Society o f the U. 
o f Virginia. Two poem s by Ep Fogel, “Shipm ent to 
M aidanek” and “Icon ,” have been rep rin ted  in Blood 
to Remember: American Poets on the Holocaust (Texas 
T ech ). Debra Fried’s essay “Bewhiskered examples in 
Elements of Style" recently appeared in Western Humani
ties Review. Andy Galloway has articles forthcom ing in 
Yearbook of Langland Studies and Studies in the Age of 
Chaucer.


Katherine Gottschalk has been giving twice yearly 
workshops called “Prose T herapy” at the Chicago 
meetings o f the American Academy of Disability Evalu
ating Physicians. H er article, “Annie Wilkes: S tephen 
King’s Dark and Terrible M other” will appear in The 
Anna Book. Lamar Herrin’s novel The Lies Boys Tell, 
which won the AWP Novel Prize, was published by 
W.W. N orton in 1991. The paperback o f his earlier 
novel, The Unwritten Chronicles of Robert E. Lee, was 
b rought ou t in May. In the past year Tom Hill has 
published papers on Anglo-Saxon studies in Philologi
cal Quarterly, Romania, Traditio, Neophilologus, French 
Bulletin Studies, NM, and  Sources of Anglo-Saxon Literary 
Culture: A Trial Version. A num ber o f new articles are 
forthcom ing in 1992. Molly Hite’s new novel, Breach 
of Immunity, was published by St. M artin’s Press in 
January 1992. H er essay ‘T h e  Postm odern Novel” will 
appear in The Columbia History of the American Novel. 
Maryjacobus gave the Alexander Lectures a tT oronto , 
Fall 1991. She declined a Fellowship at Stanford's 
C enter for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sci
ences in favor the Visiting Overseas Fellowship at St. 
Jo h n s  College, Cam bridge for 1992-93. Phyllis 
Janowitz has published poem s in Banyan, The Bridge, 
Radcliffe Quarterly, The Southwest Quarterly, Epoch, and 
The River Styx. New work is also included in the 
anthologies Writing Poems and The Place My Words Are 
LookingFor. Besides scholarly work on Marsilio Ficino 
for Sixteenth Century Studies, Carol Kaske has devel
oped a new course for the Classics departm ent called 
“Journeys to O ther W orlds in W estern L iterature.” 
Alison Lurie has published short stories in Vogue and


Entertainment Weekly as well as lecturing on ch ild ren’s 
literature in England and  America. Dan McCall’s 
novels Jack the Bear and Triphammer are both  being 
m ade into films this year. Anew  novel, about a doctor 
on an Apache Indian reservation, is forthcom ing.


Essays by Ken McClane have appeared  in Speech and 
Power (Ecco) and Bearing Witness (Pantheon). His 
new collection o f essays will be published by Ecco in 
1993. Jim McConkey’s non-fiction book about a 
doctor in rural Kentucky, Rowan’s Progress, was pub
lished by Pantheon in February to resounding critical 
acclaim. Maureen McCoy’s th ird  novel, Divining 
Blood, will be published by Poseiden P ress/ Simon & 
Schuster in May 1992. Scott McMillin’s study, The 
Elizabethan Theatre and The Book of Sir Thomas More, was 
nam ed “Book of the Year” by Year’s Work in English 
Studies. His Shakespeare in Performance: 1 Henry TV was 
published in 1991 and he has been  awarded a NEH 
fellowship for 1992. Dorothy Mermin’s book Women 
of Letters in Victorian England 1830 to 1880 is forthcom 
ing from  Indiana. A new book o f fiction by Robert 
Morgan, The Mountains Won’t Remember Us, will be 
published in May 1992. A book of essays and in ter
views on poetry will appear in 1993. A Faculty Fellow 
at the Society for the Hum anities, Fall 1992, he was 
awarded the Jam es G. H anes Poetry Prize and the 
N orth  Carolina Award in L iterature in 1991. Tim 
Murray’s book Like a Film: Ideological Fantasy on Screen, 
Camera, and Canvas is forthcom ing from  Routledge. 
He is also editing collections on French theatre his
tory and the relation o f film to theatre. Joel Porte 
published In Respect to Egotism: Studies in American 
Romantic Writing in 1991. In May 1992 he will be one 
o f the principal speakers at the first International 
Santayana Conference in Avila, Spain. He has been 
nam ed Faculty Fellow at the Cornell Society for the 
H um anities for Spring 1993. Shirley Samuels’ book, 
Romances of the Republic is forthcom ing from  OUP, as 
is the collection she edited, The Culture of Sentiment. 
Dan Schwarz, who has taught a record  num ber of 
NEH sum m er seminars, will hold the Citizen’s Chair 
at U. of Hawaii next year. His study of Wallace Stevens 
is forthcom ing. In 1991 Mark Seltzer was a fellow at 
the National Hum anities C enter. His book on Ameri
can culture and Technology, Bodies and Machines, will 
be published this spring by Routledge. Gordon Teskey 
was also a fellow at the National H um anities C enter 
for 1990-91, and he will be a Faculty Fellow at the 
Cornell Society for the Hum anities in 1992. He has a 
num ber o f articles forthcom ing in The Spenser Encyclo
pedia. Stephanie Vaughn's book o f stories, Sweet Talk, 
will be published in Japan  this year. After a study







leave, Fall 1991, Pete Wetherbee has resum ed the 
chairm anship o f the departm ent. His translation of 
the medieval Latin poem  Architrenius is forthcom ing 
from  Cam bridge UP.


Arthur Mizener: Literary Critic with a Political Conscience, 
Extracts from a Private Anglo-American correspondence 
1935-1985, was published in 1991 by Corley Putt in 
England. Professor Putt, who first m et A rthur Mizener 
at Yale in 1934, m aintained a warm friendship with 
the noted  Cornell professor, critic and biographer 
for over fifty years. The letters reflect no t only the 
history o f their friendship, bu t m uch of the literary, 
political, and intellectual life o f the period. Those 
who studied with A rthur M izener and knew him at 
Cornell will be in terested in this affectionate m em oir 
and  selection o f lively and informative letters. The 
pam phlet, which costs $10.00, may be o rdered  from 
the English D epartm ent, Goldwin Smith Hall, Cornell 
University.


TH E MASTER O F FINE ARTS 
PROGRAM


The Master o f Fine Arts Program  in creative writing at 
Cornell is the smallest in the country. Typically 
between six and eight students are adm itted each 
year, and the graduate workshops in fiction and 
poetry rarely have m ore than eight o r ten partici
pants. At a time when o ther program s have been 
m ushroom ing, Cornell has kept its MFA program  
trim  and selective. This past year eight new students 
were chosen from  about three hund red  applications.


W hen Baxter Hathaway founded the MFA program  
in the 1960s his ideal was to com bine work in writing


with scholarly study o f literature. He believed that the 
best writers know a great deal about the history and 
theory o f literature and  that the best teachers of both  
writing and literature are those who write themselves.


magazine has provided an opportunity for young 
writers to gain practical experience in editing and 
production.


A large num ber o f o u r graduates in the past two 
decades have distinguished themselves.


Diane Ackerman, 1974, has published five books of 
poetry, m ost recently Jaguar of Sweet Laughter, Ran
dom  House, 1991. She is a staff writer for The New 
Yorker, contributing features on natural history and 
science to that magazine. H er nonfiction book, A 
Natural History of the Senses, has been a best seller in 
bo th  hardcover and paperback.


Alice Fulton, 1982, has published three books of 
poetry, m ost recently Powers of Congress, Godine, 1991, 
and  she has been  aw arded fellow ships by the 
Guggenheim  and M acArthur foundations, as well as 
the Provincetown Fine Arts C enter and  the Michigan 
Society o f Fellows. H er first book won the Associated 
W riting Programs Poetry prize, and her second was 
chosen for the national Poetry Series. She is a profes
sor o f English at the University o f Michigan.


Lorrie Moore, who also graduated in 1982, has pub
lished three books o f fiction with Alfred A. Knopf, 
including Anagrams, a novel, and Like Life, stories, in 
1990. H er stories have appeared  in The New Yorker and 
been widely anthologized. She is a professor of 
English at the University o f Wisconsin, and  has re
ceived fellow ships from  th e  G uggenheim  and  
Rockefeller foundations and the National Endow
m ent for the Arts.


Cornell University 
Department o f English 
250 Goldwin Smith Hall
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No academic topic has preoccupied 
the popular press more than the fear 
that the literary canon—the list of 
great authors and great works that 
make up the traditional object of 
study of literature departments—has 
suffered neglect by departments 
pursuing different objects and newer 
approaches. In recent years, Cornell 
English faculty members have written 
about Shakespeare, Spenser,
Austen, James, Yeats, Piers 


Plowman, and the Renaissance 
theory of allegory. They have also 
written on serial killers, women's 
bodybuilding movies, video art, the 
tattooed or painted bodies of Chicano 
prisoners, gay cinema, Frank Sinatra, 
and representations of the 
holocaust—subjects that might be 
thought of as belonging to the new 
field of cultural studies.


This issue of English at Cornell 


explores challenges to traditional 
literary studies in a pair of articles. 
The first describes some of the 
department’s work in cultural studies, 
a method of reading cultural forms as 
parts of an interrelated political and 
historical whole. The second 
describes the legacy of Matthew 
Arnold, the originator of most modem 
ideas of a literary canon, in relation to 
the practical problems of putting 
together a modern anthology of 
Victorian authors. In a third article, 
the newsletter surveys the 
astonishing spate of books by recent 
graduates of the Cornell M.F.A. 
program—some of which will no 
doubt contribute to the evolving 
canon of English literature.


Of Classics and 
Commercials: Cultural 
Studies at Cornell
PAUL SAWYER


CORNELLU N I V E R S I T Y


Correll tem porarily  leaves aside questions of 
literary value in  order to  consider her texts as 
cultural products which, whatever their 
differences, can be read as parts of a to tal 
cultural system. The im plications of an 
approach like th is for trad itional literary 
studies are obviously profound. In the  first 
place, it im plies (as Correll's description 
suggests) th a t all cultural products can be 
understood  by techniques of reading th a t 
resemble those developed for th e  great 
works of literature. It could be argued th a t 
th is form  of cultural literacy constitu tes a 
survival skill for a m edia age—a tra in ing  as 
im portan t as the  older kind of "cultural 
literacy," or reading knowledge of trad i
tional m asterworks. But at th e  same tim e— 
and  th is is the  second im plication of the 
new  approach—works of literature can be 
understood m ore clearly th a n  before w hen 
read in  relation to  a cultural w hole—as 
em bedded in  th e  culture and  systems of 
power at work in  the  tim e they  are w ritten.


This approach is undeniab ly  political.
Instead of injecting a political m eaning in to  
a text, however, cultural studies attem pts to  
understand  the  political relations already 
operating in  th e  culture, th ough  in  a buried 
or "encoded" form. The m ost general 
political aim  of Barbara Correll's course is to 
understand, th rough  specific close readings, 
the  way culture produces "subjects"—our 
identities as w om en or straights or people of 
color or m em bers of the  m iddle class and  so 
forth . This m eans th a t the  m aterial of the 
course becomes personal for the  students, 
w ho com e to  understand  n o t just the  texts 
they  read b u t them selves as readers, thereby 
gaining critical insigh t in to  the ir own 
identities and subject positions.


The term s of cultural studies are often 
technical and  the  concepts abstruse.
Correll's m ethod  in  the  course is to  ap
proach the  difficult m aterial by build ing on 
skills students are already likely to  have— 
w hich is one reason for teaching advertise
m ents. Before discussing ads, she in troduces 
Stuart Hall's influential d istinction  between 
the  com m unicative paradigm  of reading 
and  the  sem iotic paradigm . The com m uni
cative paradigm  assumes th a t messages are 
sim ply "transm itted" by in ten tiona l subjects 
to  an  audience th a t passively receives them ; 
the  second assumes th a t messages are 
"encoded" by signs th a t have m ultiple 
m eanings th a t in te rrup t the  even flow of 
com m unication .


Top photo: Barbara Correll and students


include n o t just everyday forms of popular 
culture bu t "high" cultural works from  
o ther periods as well; Shakespeare emerges 
alive and  well at the  end  of the syllabus, 
w hich puts Coriolanus next to  The Manchurian 
Candidate, a film th a t is structured in  ways 
interestingly similar to  Shakespeare's play. By 
juxtaposing Shakespeare w ith  ads and movies,


In her description of English 209, "In troduc
tio n  to  C ultural Studies," Barbara Correll 
writes: "Ads, advice colum ns, tv  talkshows, 
m usic videos, films, and m ore bom bard our 
though ts and  senses w ith  the ir encoded 
messages. . .  . Debates and  struggles sur
round  and  inform  the  study of culture: 
questions about gender and  sexuality, race 
and  class, power an d  value. This course will 
in troduce students to  the  kinds of cultural 
forms we encounter in  our everyday lives 
and  to  some of the  conceptual and  critical 
work th a t has been w ritten  about them ." 
The readings for the course, however,


. . .o r  making pals in Panama
Down Panama way, American ideas of friend


liness and good neighborliness are nothing 


new. Folk* there understand and like our 


love of sport*, our humor and our everyday 


custom*. H n t a  "Cafe* says the American 


soldier, and the native* know he is saying 


IVt art fru n di. . .  the same friendly invitation 


«s when you offer Coca-Cola from your own 
refrigerator at home. Everywhere Coca-Cola


stanch for the /wur rfnf rtfm h a ,-b ia  become 


the high-sign of kindly-minded people the 


world over.







An exam ple is the  1944 ad for Coca Cola on  
page 1, w hich shows American soldiers at 
an  ou tpost in  Panam a enjoying a Coke 
break w ith  the  "natives." M ost students will 
im m ediately notice the  chief strategy of the 
ad: to  create an  association betw een Coke 
and  friendliness. (The copy reads: Have a 
"Coke," says the  American soldier, and the 
natives know  he is saying We are friends . . . 
th e  high-sign of kindly-m inded people the 
world over.) So m uch  w ould be clear using 
th e  com m unicative paradigm  of reading. A 
sem iotic reading of the  ad, however, would 
also notice th a t despite the surface joviality 
shared by Americans and Panam anians, the 
two groups are n o t alike—one group has the 
guns and  the  supplies, while the  o ther (a 
m an w ith  pro trud ing  pouch  and  a grinning 
youngster on  a burro) have the  sim plicity 
usually conno ted  by the  now -obsolete and 
dem eaning w ord "natives." That inequality  
po in ts to  an o th er set of references th a t the 
ad partly  exposes and  partly  suppresses—the 
actual h isto ry  of Panam a's founding. (In 
order to  secure th e  isthm us for the  building 
of a canal, America sponsored a v iolent 
rebellion by w hich people of th e  isthm us 
separated them selves from  Colom bia). The 
Canal is in  tu rn  a part of a global system of 
m arkets and  power w hich was n o t devel
oped out of mere "friendliness" bu t which 
finds its logo, as it were, in  the drink sold the 
world over—Coca-Cola as "the global high- 
sign." According to  the semiotic paradigm, 
therefore, the words and images of th e  ad can 
be read as polysemous—having multiple 
m eanings and references.


A different example of decoding is the exam 
question, reproduced below right, w hich 
asks students to  decode the  relations of 
pow er in  a passage from  Erasmus' Colloquies, 
a Renaissance book of m arital advice for 
w om en. In th is passage, one w om an 
instructs ano ther on  how  to  m anipulate  her 
husband: he can only  by "held" by the 
wife's "m arkjingl the  good in  h im ." That is 


to  say, by using 
strategic wiles, the 
wife m anages to  
stage a m ore 
harm onious form  of 
her ow n subservi
ence. The tex t is 
w ritten, of course, 
by a m ale writer 
ventriloquizing the 
w isdom  of an older, 
wiser fem ale friend. 
By talking in  this 
way about the 
relations of power 
betw een m en and 
w om en in  the 
Renaissance, Correll 
raises the  same 
question  in  readings 
of no tab ly  similar 
contem porary  
exam ples—the 
"Playboy Advisor," 
or the  Sally Jessie 
Raphael show.
O ther topics in  the 
syllabus are the 
"culture industry,"
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hegem ony, th e  function  of m oney in 
bourgeois society, and  the  sem iotic sociol
ogy of Roland Barthes.


The m ethods of reading th a t Correll teaches 
in  her in troductory  course also inform  
m uch longer, m ore com plex argum ents.
Two exam ples are book-length projects by 
tw o o ther m em bers of th e  Cornell English 
departm ent, Laura Brown and Jacqueline 
Goldsby.


Brown's book Fables o f  Modernity: The New 
World o f  Eighteenth Century Literary Culture 
(under contract w ith  Cornell University 
Press) reads literary and  cultural m aterials 
against each o ther in  order to  describe w hat 
she calls in  her in troduction  "cultural 
fables"—"com posite stories th a t shape, 
reflect, and  reflect upon  the  contem porary 
experience of historical change." The book's 
six chapters pair six "com posite stories" 
w ith  the  aspects of experience they  reflect: 
sewers, oceans and torrents, credit, capital, 
and  the  experience of racial contact, w hich 
divides itself betw een tw o contradictory  
images—the  native prince and the  h u m a n 
oid beast. Together, these fables provide a 
broad account of th e  culture of "m oder
nity," w hich in  this case m eans the  h isto ri
cal processes associated w ith  urbanization , 
capitalization, and the  developm ent 
of the  nation-state.


The Fleet Ditch, London, as it 
appeared in the eighteenth century


in to  various open  conduits th a t com m uni
cated w ith  urban rivers (like Fleet D itch in  
the  illustration  above), w hich in  tu rn  
deposited refuse along th e  shores of the 
Tham es. (At th a t tim e, the  words "shower," 
"shore," and  "sewer" were p ronounced  the 
same way—som ething like the m odern 
"sure"—w hich gives a possible triple 
m eaning to  Swift's title.) Brown then  
gathers together a series of contem porary 
poem s by Swift, Pope, Rochester, and  others 
th a t use the  image of "shower" or "sewer" 
to  describe som etim es th e  city, som etim es 
the  bodies of prostitutes, and  som etim es 
b o th . This pattern , Brown argues, reveals 
tw o features of the  figure of the  sewer: first, 
th a t it is invariably fem inized (as, subtly, in  
Swift's poem , w hich remarks on  "that 
Sprinkling w hich some careless Quean 
[housewifej/Flirts on  you from  her Mop"); 
and  second, th a t it always consists of 
heterogeneous elem ents th row n prom iscu
ously (in th e  older m eaning  of the  word) 
together—an effect th a t Brown calls 
"leveling." In Swift's satire people of 
different persuasions and  social classes seek 
shelter together from  th e  shower, so th a t in 
its structure the  poem  "superimpos[es] the 
social m ingling of the  shower upon  the 
visceral m ixing of the  sewer" (the drow ned 
puppies, dung, turnips, and  so forth). Thus, 
in  all the  texts Brown reads, "Both the sewer 
and  the female body, by m ingling, mixing, 
or joining, generate indiscriminacy, level 
hierarchy, repudiate genealogy, or overturn  
order." She concludes: "This versatile image 
represents m odern  u rban  experience as a 
vortex of heterogeneity—fluid, dispersed, 
an d  transform ative, and  structured system 
atically in  term s of the  female body."


Perhaps th e  m ost striking claim  in  Fables o f  
Modernity is th a t in  the  eigh teen th  century, 
the  experience of m odern ity  is structured 
around  figures of "m arginality, difference, 
or subord ination"—specifically, the  w om an 
and  the  non-European. Once again, Swift 
will do as an  exam ple. The "shower/sewer"


W hat is a cultural fable? Brown's first 
chapter, w hich is about urban 
sanitation , features a reading of 
Swift's poem  "A D escription of a City 
Shower." In  his graphic satire, Swift 
com pares th e  first drops of a London 
shower to  the  sprinkling of a dirty  
m op by a housewife, th e n  moves 
th rough  a series of m ock-heroic 
images to  a grand climax in  w hich 
the  sewers overflow, carrying detritus 
from  all corners of the  city in  one 
great cataract:


Sweepings from Butchers Stalls, 
Dung, Guts, and Blood,


Drown'd Puppies, stinking Sprats, 
all drench'd in Mud,


Dead cats and Turnip-Tops come 
tumbling down the Flood.


In Swift's tim e, Londoners dum ped 
refuse in to  a trough  in  the  m iddle of 
streets, w hich on rainy days washed


English 209; Introduction to Cultural Studies
Exam »\ October 8, 1998 A TakeHoroe
This exam is (hie Friday, Oct. 9. or Thursday. Oct. 15. at 10.00 a m


Part A. (20 points) Provide brief definitions and an illustrative example for the following:


1. polysemy (adj.= polysemous)


2. hegemony


3. micropolitical


4. naturalized sign


5. cultural pessimism


6. culture


7. interpellated subject


Part B. (40 + 40 points) Essays: Write essay responses to two of the following. Your 
essays will be evaluated for their ability to use specific examples and to make concrete 
reference; to the assigned reading


1. Note the way that power is encoded in the following:
"But you've those very arts in yourself if only you're willing to make use of them. He’s 
yours whether you like it or not; that’s settled The better you make him. the better off you’ll 
be. You have eyes only for his failings. These intensify your disgust, and with this handle 
you're simply catching him where he can't be hekl. Mark the good in him, rather, and by 
this means take him where he can he held *
Discuss how you, as a student of cultural studies, would critically decode this classical text of 
conduct, comparing, in your remarks, its encoding of power with that of at least one 
contemporary example. You should also be able to refer to critical essays from the assigned 
reading in composing your essay.


2. From the three texts handed out in class today, select one and discuss it, applying what 
you have learned from semiotic reading and, especially, from Althusser's ‘ Ideology and 
Ideological State Apparatuses. ’


3. Think about the events of your own life from the past seven days. Identify and discuss 
two RSAs and two ISAs with which you, as an interpellated subject, have come in contact.
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of his poem —"fluid, dispersed, and transfor
m ative"—seems to  be a figure of energy as 
well as of sordid m ixing, b o th  adm irable 
and  disgusting. This contrad iction  charac
terizes b o th  the female body as Swift 
represents it and  the  energies o f "m oder
nity" itself. In o ther words, th e  w om an, like 
the  figure of the  "native" in  the  book's later 
chapters, "shapes a series of cultural fables 
in  w hich  th e  contradictions of an  expan
sionist capitalist econom y can be repre
sented." The function  of Brown's fables of 
m odernity, therefore, is to  con tain  contra
dictions, w hich m eans th a t th e  fables are 
ideological forms. Ultimately, the  power of 
Brown's work, and the power of cultural 
studies as she uses it, 
com es from  her ability to  
com bine a close reading of 
texts w ith  a close reading 
of ideology.


Laura Brown looks a t a 
wide variety of materials 
in  order to  understand  
how  writers could tu rn  
objects like sewers in to  
fables of m odern  experi
ence. Jacqueline Goldsby 
looks a t a wide variety of 
m aterials—photos, 
newspapers, archival 
docum ents, and  finally 
th ree novels—in  order to  
understand  the  cultural 
m eaning  of one of the 
grim m est features of the 
American past: the 
practice of lynching. Her 
dissertation, After Great 
Pain: The Cultural Logic o f  
Lynching and the Problem o f  
Realist Representation in 
America, 1882-1922, 
covers th e  period w hen 
lynching—extralegal 
executions, usually of 
African Americans by 
w hite m obs—was at its 
peak. Lynching was no t 
only  prevalent and 
accepted in  certain  parts 
of America, it was also 
recorded and  publicized— 
often  in  gruesom e detail.
For exam ple, in  1893 a 
black m an in  Seattle 
noticed a group of people 
gathered around  w hat 
seemed to  be a "kind of 
en terta inm ent." They 
tu rned  o u t to  be looking 
at a series of photographs 
of a to rtu re-lynching in  
Texas w hile listening to  
the  gram ophone recording 
of the  victim 's shrieks and 
m oans. The sadistic report in  the  C incinnati 
Enquirer 6f ano ther lynching  of 1893 (see 
above) is ano ther ind ication  th a t the taste 
for such events was n o t lim ited to  the  South 
b u t could actually be inflam ed by th e  
establishm ent press. So ferocious and 
sadistic were m any of the  lynchings th a t 
con tem porary  observers found them selves 
at a loss to  explain w hat was, for them , an


W hat does account 
Jackie Goldsby for them ? Goldsby's


dissertation goes 
beyond the  usual 


kinds of explanations, w hich concern social 
and  econom ic causes, to  understand  w hat 
she calls the  "cultural logic" of lynching— 
the  ways lynching  was given m eaning 
th rough  representation, the  ways it was 
m ade to  "fit in" or m ake sense w ith in  the  
larger cultural and  social system of w hich it 
was a part. Americans at the  end of th e  
n in e teen th  century  were assaulted by a 


variety of sudden and 
disorienting  social changes. 
Goldsby argues th a t "the 
'in tense experience' of 
lynching 's violence provided 
the  defin ition  for and  drew 
distinct boundaries around 
these crises so as to  institu te  
an order of reality th a t gave 
them  substance and  form ."
But techniques of representa
tio n  did n o t sim ply give 
m eaning  to  lynching  by 
publicizing it in  the  lurid 
way described above; they  
also worked subtly to  make 
lynching acceptable to  the  
society at large, a process 
Goldsby describes as a 
"dynam ic of recognition  and 
disavowal": "For the  na tio n  
to  see and  n o t fully look at, 
to  know  and  n o t actively 
acknowledge, to  record and 
deliberately n o t rem em ber 
the  m ortal harm  being done 
to  African Americans 
accounts for lynching's 
staying power at the  end  of 
the  n in e teen th  century."


The bulk of Goldsby's 
research explores th e  second 
halves of these oppositions— 
th e  disavowal, th e  failure to  
acknowledge or rem em ber— 
by reading th ree works of 
realist fiction, including 
Crane's novella "The M on
ster" (1897). In th is tale, set 
in  a N orthern  small tow n, an 
African American em ployee 
of the  tow n judge saves the 
judge's child  in  a fire, on ly  to  
fall victim  to  a "m onstrous" 
accident: as he is fighting the 
flames, a container of acid 
spills on  his face and destroys 
his features. The rest of the 
novella details th e  m oral 


struggle of th e  judge to  care adequately for 
th e  defaced m an despite the  opposition  of 
the  townsfolk, w ho w ant the  "m onster" 
rem oved from  the ir m idst despite his heroic 
action. The final tem pta tion  com es in  the  
form  of an  offer by th e  tow n  m erchants to  
"buy off" th e  judge by sending the  m onster 
away to  a rem ote retreat—using the  re
sources of a new  capitalist order to  break the


social con tract th a t used to  b ind  people 
together in  a com m unity.


W hat makes th is  a tale about lynching—or, 
as Goldsby argues, a tale about the  rela tion
ship betw een capitalism  and th e  representa
tio n  of lynching? Archival research reveals 
th a t in  th e  tow n w here Crane spent m uch 
of his youth , a lynching had occurred in  
1892 in  the  tow n square, across from  the 
courthouse w here C rane’s older b ro ther was 
a judge. The tow nspeople, after a period of 
contrition , thereafter attem pted  to  erase th e  
m em ory of the  lynching, a fact Crane 
discusses in  m anuscrip t letters to  his 
brother. Goldsby takes th is  and  o ther factual 
evidence, including Crane's ow n econom ic 
status as "peon" to  a w ealthy publisher, to  
p roduce a m ultilayered in te rp re ta tion—one 
too  com plex to  be sum m arized here, bu t 
w hich centers on  th e  figure of th e  black 
m an, tw ice "erased" (by disfigurem ent and 
by physical removal), w ho represents bo th  
C rane’s hom e tow n's forgetting of a m ob 
m urder and Crane's ow n dilem m a as a 
w riter of realist fiction. A story focusing on  
lynching  w ould n o t have earned h im  the 
m oney he so desperately needed to  end his 
publisher's contractual power over him ; a 
story focusing on  the  m oral dilem m as of a 
w hite m an w ho has to  provide for a 
disfigured black m an, did. In a double act of 
avowal and  disavowal, therefore, Crane 
allegorizes n o t only his ow n "effacem ent" of 
the lynching in  the  story he writes bu t the 
w ider effacem ent of historical events that, 
in  Goldsby's view, characterized American 
realism in general. Because of the  very 
conditions of w riting for a new  mass 
m arket, and  because of its problem atic 
relation to  history  itself, realist fiction 
w ithdrew  from  th e  full horrors of lynching, 
"sanctioning th e  public 's disavowal of the 
violence as a real th ing  to  be conscious 
about."


For Goldsby, cultural studies provides a way of 
understanding American culture at the tu rn  of 
the century  as a system of representations—a 
system tha t included lynching. She reads 
representations of lynching to  understand not 
so m uch the socioeconomic system tha t 
caused it as the  culture th a t gave it m eaning 
and helped perpetuate it. And she reads the 
tex t of a canonical au thor as part of th e  same 
cultural system, opening up  m ultiple m ean
ings n o t otherwise apparent. Sum m ing up her 
work w ith Crane, she says, "We know th e  story 
of w hite antipathy, b u t no t the story of white 
apathy—th a t’s w hat Crane let me explore. His 
life and writing career exemplified the apathy 
the  reformers tried to  attack; he nam ed a 
problem and included his complicity in  it."


W hether the subject is as seemingly trivial as a 
Coke ad, as m undane as a sewer, or as horrific 
as a public execution, cultural studies can 
challenge the m ind  in  the same way as the 
study of the greatest authors can, while raising 
the oldest of all questions in  literary studies: 
the  question of value. As Goldsby puts it: "It's 
n o t just about reading TV shows; the  cultural 
studies approach invites us to  question their 
production and their value. It's about how  we 
as a society define w hat's valuable in  art."
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Matthew Arnold and 
the Making of Canons
DOROTHY MERMIN


W hen I began teaching at 
Cornell in  1964 I worried 
about m any th ings—w hat 
opportun ities the  English 
departm en t w ould provide 
for a w om an, w hether I 
could com bine fam ily and 
career, how  to  becom e a 
publishing scholar, and  so 
on—b u t I was confident 
that, w ith  m y old-fashioned 
Harvard train ing, I was at 
least m inim ally  fam iliar n o t 
only  w ith  m y field of 
specialization, V ictorian 
literature, b u t w ith  just 
about every literary tex t in 
English th a t I could ever be 
expected to  teach. In m y 
first few years I was assigned, and happily  
taught, n o t only  the  two-sem ester survey 
of English literature from  Chaucer th rough  
T. S. Eliot, bu t also Com p. Lit. 201-202, 
beg inn ing  w ith  H om er and  Greek tragedy 
and ending som ewhere around  Madame 
Bovary.


But th ings changed. First cam e fem inist 
criticism, calling a tten tio n  to  forgotten 
w om en writers. Then V ictorianists began to 
rem em ber th a t in  the  n in e teen th  century, 
Britain ruled a vast colonial em pire, w hich 
had inflected English literature in  m any 
fascinating ways. More recently still, the 
fem inist in terest in  gender politics has been 
extended by "queer theory"; it was during 
the  Victorian period th a t "the hom osexual" 
becam e visible to  th e  crim inal law and  to  
readers and  writers. All these new  interests 
have brought to  the  forefront of our 
a tten tio n  new  writers and  new  texts. The 
canon of Victorian literature has becom e 
uncom fortably  crowded, and m any  once- 
fam iliar nam es are dropping fast in to  
oblivion. I'm  currently  addressing th is issue 
in  two projects: a book on  M atthew  Arnold 
and the  idea of the  canon, and  an an th o l
ogy of V ictorian poetry and  nonfictional 
prose.


Works becom e and rem ain "canonical"— 
texts hallow ed by trad ition  th a t everyone 
w ith  a literary education should  ideally be 
expected to  know—very largely because 
they  are taugh t in  schools and  colleges. In 
practical term s, a literary canon  is a curricu
lum , or m ore precisely, a set of syllabi. In 
the  course of the  n in e teen th  century  a shift 
took place in  elite education from  a literary 
curriculum  com posed entirely  of texts in  
Greek and  Latin to  one th a t included 
literature in  English; the  study of English 
literature becam e central to  hum anistic 
education, and  English teachers took on  a 
special cultural and  m oral au thority  in  
schools and  universities all over the 
anglophone world.


The central figure in th is developm ent is 
M atthew  Arnold, w ho m ade the  m ost 
m em orable and effective claim s for the


prim acy of literary culture. His attitude was 
form ed by his father, Thom as Arnold, a 
distinguished classical h istorian  and  the


reform ing headm aster 
of Rugby School, w ho 
was m ade fam ous by 
th e  m ost influential 
school story ever 
w ritten  in  English,
Tom Brown's 
Schooldays. At Rugby as 
at the  o ther elite 
schools (Eton, Harrow, 
etc.), boys studied 
classical languages and 
literature and  very 
little else. The study of 
languages, Thom as 
Arnold declared,
"seems to  me as if it 
was given for th e  very 
purpose of form ing the 
hum an  m ind  in 
you th ," and Greek and 
Latin by sim ilar divine 


d ispensation were th e  m ost "perfect" of 
languages. He was convinced, furtherm ore, 
n o t only th a t all essential hum an  wisdom 
outside of the  C hristian religion was found 
at its best in  the  Greek and Latin writers, 
bu t th a t n o th in g  better was likely ever to  be 
w ritten; m odem  history, he said, "appears 
to  bear the  marks of th e  fullness of tim e, as 
if there w ould be no  future history  beyond 
it."


The intensive, im practical concen tra tion  on 
classical studies was for th e  upper classes 
only, since no  else could afford the  tim e or 
money, and  on ly  for boys. There were no  
com parable schools for girls, to  w hom  the 
universities also were closed. Thom as 
Arnold felt very strongly "the extrem e 
difficulty of giving to  girls w hat really 
deserves th e  nam e of education in te llectu
ally." His eldest daughter w anted to  drink 
like her brothers at the  fountain  of wisdom, 
bu t he was too  busy to  teach her m ore th an  
the  rudim ents of Latin (he had allowed her 
to  join her brothers w hen he gave them  
the ir first lessons), so she had to  settle for 
reading French and  G erm an by herself. 
Classical education  separated boys from 
girls, the  privileged classes from  everyone 
else. English literature was n o t taugh t at all 
in  elite schools or th e  universities.


M atthew  Arnold was one of th e  finest 
products of his father's pedagogy and 
becam e a d istinguished poet and critic. He 
earned his living, however, a t th e  opposite 
end of the  educational scale, as an  inspector 
of state-supported elem entary schools for 
the  lower classes, girls as well as boys. In 
these schools, instruction  had to  be practi
cal in  purpose and sharply lim ited in  scope, 
and of course it had to  be in  English. Not 
only did m ost of the  ch ildren  a ttend  school 
only for a few years; as th e  century  p ro
gressed, science and  o ther practical subjects 
preem pted m uch of the small curricular 
space available. Arnold firm ly believed in  
the  im portance of literary study for these 
children: m ore th a n  any th ing  else the 
schools could teach, he believed, it w ould 
"civilize" and  "hum anize" them . But w hat


should they  read? It had  to  be of the best 
possible quality, since it m igh t be all the 
literature they  w ould ever encounter, and  it 
had  to  be available in  very small units, since 
it was allotted so little tim e. Writers whose 
works were too  long or too  difficult were 
ou t of the  question; he saw little p o in t in 
studying isolated passages, w hich was all 
there was room  for, from  Shakespeare's 
plays.


Prose fiction was even m ore im possible—the 
novel was just beginning to  a tta in  high 
literary status, and  in  any case novels would 
have been too  long for young children, and 
too  expensive to  provide. So, inevitably, 
children  were taugh t short poem s by 
m odern  writers, including even some by 
w om en. Poetry had  the  advantage, too, of 
being separated from  ordinary  speech, 
rather like Greek and  Latin: even now  m any 
Cornell students—English m ajors in 
cluded—find poetry  "difficult" and feel th a t 
they  need to  be taugh t special skills before 
they  can read it. As Jo h n  Guillory, one of 
the  forem ost analysts of literary canons, has 
rem arked, poetry is the  Latin of the  ver
nacular.


The idea of th e  literary canon  in  English (or 
in  translation  in to  English) grows b o th  from  
the  classical canon and  from  the  Bible, to  
w hich the  w ord "canon" m ore properly 
refers. It is a large bu t strictly lim ited set of 
the  greatest works of literature, parallel to  
the  officially accepted books th a t make up 
the  Bible, and  its prestige rose as the 
influence of th e  Bible waned. In 1880 in  a 
fam ous essay entitled  "The Study of Poetry," 
M atthew  Arnold asserted th a t as people 
com e to  disbelieve in  the  literal tru th  of the 
Bible,


More and more mankind will discover that 
we have to turn to poetry to interpret life 
for us, to console us, to sustain us.
W ithout poetry, our science will appear 
incomplete; and most o f  what now passes 
with us for religion and philosophy will be 
replaced by poetry.


Therefore, he continues, "we m ust set our 
standard  for poetry high, since poetry, to  be 
capable of fulfilling such high destinies, 
m ust be poetry  of a h igh  order of excel
lence."


In his m ost optim istic m om ents Arnold 
believed th a t poetry could do its work 
unaided, by force of its ow n quasi-m agical 
power; b u t practical experience tau g h t h im  
otherw ise. In his school report for 1878 he 
wrote:


good poetry is formative: it has, too, the 
precious power o f  acting by itself and in a 
way managed by nature, not through the 
instrumentality o f  that somewhat terrible 
character, the scientific educator. I  believe 
that even the rhythm and diction o f  good 
poetry are capable o f  exercising some 
formative effect, even though the sense be 
imperfectly understood.


Matthew Arnold
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He liked to  th ink  this was true because the 
teachers w ho taugh t th e  great mass of 
ch ildren  were them selves by A rnoldian 
standards very ill-taught: m ostly  they  were 
th e  products of the  same m inim al system in 
w hich they  served, having been chosen to  
stay on as pupil-teachers and  th e n  given 
some additional training. Still, in  practice 
an  educator, "scientific" or otherwise, is 
necessary, as he im m ediately acknowledges: 
"But of course the  good of poetry is n o t 
really got unless th e  sense of the  words is 
know n." He knew th a t to  do its work 
effectively, poetry needs teachers and 
trainers of teachers, critics, editors, and 
anthologists.


V ictorian literature right now  has p len ty  of 
teachers and  critics, bu t a paucity  of texts 
for th e  classroom  th a t adequately reflect our 
d istrust of the  A rnoldian n o tion  of canonic- 
ity  and  our w idening sense of w hat kinds of 
works and  authors constitu te "Victorian 
literature." As M atthew  Arnold was all too 
well aware, students can only  read w hat can 
be provided for them  w ithou t undue 
expense. This practical fact encouraged him  
to  believe th a t small quantities of great 
poetry—som etim es just two or three lines— 
w ould convey poetry’s magical powers all by 
them selves. (He called such lines "touch
stones," quasi-scientific instrum ents for 
detecting the  presence or absence of true 
poetic metal.) This fact also forces a consid


erable degree of conservatism  on  restless 
teachers, especially of poetry  w ritten before 
th is century. It’s hard  to  go beyond the 
canon in  the  classroom if texts are no t 
available; and  while th e  advent of inexpen
sive paperbacks has provided us w ith  novels 
and m odern works in  an abundance Arnold 
could never have dream t of, for Victorian 
poetry  finding texts to  teach from  has 
becom e a serious problem . There is no 
satisfactory edition, for instance, of the 
poetry  of either Elizabeth Barrett Browning 
or C hristina Rossetti, the  two m ost im por
ta n t n ine teen th -cen tu ry  w om en poets. More 
and  m ore I’ve had to  photocopy, cut and 
paste, and photocopy again to  provide 
m aterials for m y classes.


I therefore accepted w ith  som e enthusiasm  
the  request from  a publisher of textbooks to  
coedit a new  college-level an tho logy  of 
Victorian literature. Like m y collaborator,


Professor Herbert Tucker of the  U niversity of 
Virginia, I was seduced by th e  prospect of 
redefining the  Victorian canon. I have since 
spent m any happy hours reconsidering old 
favorites and  reading th rough  the  works of 
previously unantholog ized  authors. But now 
we m ust face up  to  the  crucial cond ition  of 
canon-form ation: lim itations of tim e and 
space. In an  antho logy  as in  a syllabus, for 
everything new  th a t goes in  som ething 
m ust com e out. At 1,400 double-colum n 
pages, our antho logy  will be an  unpleas
an tly  large physical object—too large to  be 
carried com fortably to  class or outdoors to  
read under a tree—b u t it still w on’t begin to  
accom m odate everything we w ant. The 
publisher asked us to  start by preparing a 
"wish list" table of contents, n o t w orrying 
about length; th is list w ent to  ten  reviewers 
at different colleges and universities, w ho 
were asked to  check off th e  works they 
would w ant to  have included and mark 
those they  th o u g h t should  be left out. It 
tu rned  ou t th a t they  w anted to  keep alm ost 
everything; several of them  explained, 
furtherm ore, th a t works they  h ad n 't 
checked were sim ply ones they  h a d n ’t read, 
n o t ones they  d id n 't w ant. So th is exercise, 
while interesting, was n o t m uch help.


How does one select? We w ant to  choose 
the  "best," in  som e residually A rnoldian 
sense of the  term , and also th e  "m ost 
representative" and  "m ost interesting." But 
of course these criteria beg the  question. 
"Representative" of w hat?—"Interesting" to  
w hom , and  on  w hat grounds? We are try ing 
to  ho ld  firm on  standards of stylistic 
"m erit," ruthlessly rejecting any th ing  th a t 
seems to  us badly w ritten  or (w hat is often 
the  same thing) trite or confused. Still, it 
can be com pellingly argued th a t our criteria 
of stylistic m erit are d istorted by m odernist 
distrust of strong affect (thus excluding a lot 
of w ork by w om en) and  th a t often  we find 
works trite and  th in  because we d o n 't 
recognize the ir unfam iliar concerns and 
com plexities.


The "best" Tennyson, Browning, Carlyle, 
Jo h n  Stuart Mill, and o ther fam iliar male 
authors has been established by long 
agreem ent, and  only  m inor tinkering seems 
necessary to  accom m odate trad itional taste 
to  contem porary  interests. But for their 
female counterparts the  process of reaching 
consensus has hardly begun; the new 
anthologies of w om en's poetry th a t are now  
rushing in to  p rin t con tain  wildly divergent 
selections. And som e of the  works we will 
include are alm ost entirely  unknow n to 
tw entieth-cen tury  readers; some have no t 
been reprin ted  at all in  th is century. I'd like 
to  include Florence N ightingale's anguished 
fem inist outpouring, Cassandra, for in 
stance, w hich pretty  m uch  dropped ou t of 
sight un til fem inist critics rediscovered it, 
and  also selections from  her vigorously 
w ritten, fascinatingly detailed, and  enor
m ously influential Notes on Nursing, w hich 
so far as I know  has never go tten  a tten tion  
in  a literary contex t before.


In order to  fit such th ings in  I find myself, 
like Arnold, placing a prem ium  on brevity.
It will be easy to  find space for several terse 


continued on page 7







LI KE LI FE
STORIES BY


Cornell M.F.A.s: 
A Full Harvest
The M.F.A. program at Cornell is one of the 
sm allest of the  nation 's  m ajor w riting 
program s, adm itting  about four poets and 
four fiction writers a year. Its graduates are 
also am ong the  m ost prolific. In the  1990s 
publishers brought ou t novels and stories by 
Lorrie Moore, Juno t Diaz, Fiona Cheong, 
Beth Lordan, Edward Hardy, A. M anette 
Ansay, M icah Perks, Irvin Morris, N ina 
Revoir, Julie Hilden, and  Peter Landesm an 
and  poetry  collections by Alice Fulton, 
Elizabeth Holmes, N ancy Vieira Couto, and 
Peter Liotta. Of one class alone, the  group 
th a t finished in  1992, th ree writers—O'Nan, 
Ansay, and  Landesm an—have published 
fourteen works of fiction am ong them .
M any of these books have w on prizes. 
Between 1991 and  1994, th ree ou t of the 


four w inners of th e  prestigious 
Drue Heinz Prize, w hich awards 
$ 10,000 and  publication  to  a 
book of short stories by the 
U niversity of P ittsburgh, were 
w on by Cornellians (Elizabeth 
Graver, Stewart O 'Nan, and 
Jennifer Cornell). Peter 
Landesm an's novel The 
Raven w on the  1996 Sue 
Kauffman Prize from the 
American Academy of Arts 
and  Letters. In 1993 Jody 
G ladding w on the  Yale 
Younger Poets Prize, the  
m ost prestigious poetry 
prize in  the  nation , for 
her collection Stone Crop. 


And in  July, Juno t Diaz, the 
au tho r of th e  acclaim ed collection Drown, 
appeared o n  the  cover of Newsweek. This 
year, English at Cornell recognizes the  
achievem ents of the  M.F.A. program  and  its 
graduates by describing th e  m ost recent 
novels and  poetry collections. (Space 
constra in ts prevent m en tion  of fiction 
published before 1998.)


FICTION
Susan Choi, The Foreign Student 
(HarperFlamingo, 1998). A feisty Southern 
belle m eets a Korean studen t w ho has 
"escaped his country 's war b u t n o t its 
ravages." The Los Angeles Times called it "a 
first novel of extraordinary  sensibility and 
transform ing strangeness."


Paul Cody, So Far Gone (Picador, 1998). 
Cody's th ird  novel enters the  consciousness 
of Jack Connor, w ho is on  dea th  row for th e  
m urder of th ree fam ily m em bers. Publisher's 
Weekly w rote th a t few writers "have given us 
as penetrating  and  com passionate a portra it 
of b o th  the m ind  and soul of a m urderer as 
Cody does here."


Beth Lordan, And Both Shall Row (Picador,
1998). In the  title  novella of th is collection 
of stories about the fictional small tow n of 
Clayborne, two sisters grow old together 
and  finally face a lifetim e of betrayals at the 
end of one sister's life. Kirkus calls the  title 
novella "one of th e  finest works of its kind 
since Tillie O lson's classic 'Tell Me a Riddle' 
. . .  a story th a t just builds and builds to  its 
heartstopping  climax."


L o r r i e  M o o r e


Lorrie Moore,
Birds o f  America 
(Knopf, 1998), is 
the  fourth  story 
collection by its 
best-selling 
author, whose 
previous books 
include Self-Help 
and Like Life.
Julian  Barnes 
said of the 
latest: "she is 
thankfully  still 
clever and witty,
but her dep th  of focus has increased, and 
w ith it her em otional seriousness" (New 
York Review o f  Books).


M anette Ansay, Midnight Champagne 
(Morrow, 1999). Ansay's fourth  book is a 
tigh tly  p lo tted  novel about a w edding th a t 
takes place during a Lake M ichigan 
snow storm , attended  by a diffuse popula
tion  of guests, including a husband  and  the 
ghost of the  wife he has m urdered. Kirkus 
writes th a t "her canvas is as in tim ate  and 
as am biguous as family lore itself, and  her 
characters as clearly envisioned."


M elissa Bank, The Girls' Guide to Hunting 
and Fishing (Viking, 1999). These linked 
stories follow a witty, wise-cracking 
heroine 's trials of rom ance from  age 14 
in to  adulthood, w ith a final segm ent th a t 
spoofs popular m an-hun ting  guides like 
The Rules. Kirkus writes: "Bank has created 
a delightful heroine w ho deserves her 
happy ending even though  any reader w ho 
has really been paying a tten tio n  to  the 
sharp, unsen tim ental details knows th a t all 
happy endings are provisional." This first 
book, a Book-of-the-M onth Club alternate, 
will also appear in  serial in Cosmopolitan. 
Bank is currently  at work on  the  screen
play, to  be produced by Francis Ford 
Coppola.


Jason Brown, Driving the Heart and Other 
Stories (Norton, 1999). This first collection 
"excels at portraying the  life struggles of 
those w ith  ravaged psychic resources— 
unique people and the ir alienated offspring 
at life's dark edges" (Publisher's Weekly).


Peter Landesm an, Blood Acre (Viking,
1999). This novel follows the  son of a 
powerful and  corrupt lawyer th rough  a day 
and  a long n igh t of w andering as he finds 
him self a suspect in  the  m urder of his 
secretary and lover. Andrea Barrett wrote: 
"Peter Landesm an brings to  rad ian t life a 
dark, disorienting, and  v io len t vision, 
rendered in  gorgeous prose."


Stewart O'Nan, A Prayer for the Dying 
(Holt, 1999). In O 'N an's fifth novel, a 
d iph theria  epidem ic breaks ou t in  the 
frontier tow n of Friendship, W isconsin, 
and  Jacob H ansen—preacher, sheriff, and 
now  m ortician—tries to  stay true to  his 
duties while at the  same tim e saving his 
fam ily from  the  com ing plague. The New 
York Times called O 'N an "a young writer of 
unusual range and v arie ty . . .  a m aster of 
voices and the  place they resonate from."


POETRY
Alice F ulton , Sensual Math 
(N orton, 1995). Fulton’s fourth  
collection contains "My Last 
TV Cam paign," a sequence 
spoken by an  ad executive, and 
ano ther sequence o n  Apollo 
and  D aphne th a t re-imagines 
the  m yth  in  term s of con tem 
porary attitudes to  w om en, 
rape, and nature. Alice Fulton, 
th e  ho lder of a M acArthur 
Fellowship, is a poet whose 


J w ork has been called "a music 
for th e  intellect, felt on  the 


tongue and  in  th e  body, resonating  in  the 
m ind" (Edward Falco). Her collected essays, 
Feeling as a Foreign Language, cam e ou t th is 
year from  Graywolf Press.


Lynn Powell, Old and New Testaments 
(University of W isconsin Press, 1995). 
Powell's first volum e, w hich w on the 
Brittingham  Prize in  Poetry, builds on 
biblical m otifs and  the experience of a 
fundam entalist childhood  and climaxes in  a 
sequence from  the  o ther end of life, love 
poem s to  an  aged great-aunt. O ne of the 
book's judges called it "a reclaim ing of 
spiritual texts and trad itions for a w om an’s 
life in  the  body—a life of childhood 
physicality, fem ale sexuality, procreation, 
and  nurtu ring  love."


Elizabeth Holm es, The Patience o f  the Cloud 
Photographer (Carnegie M ellon Press, 1997). 
In the  title poem , the narrator waits three 
days on  an  island w ith  a camera un til the 
"high m ists" overhead "m et fields of pure 
light, caught/ fire in  still after still." This 
varied collection concerns the  illum inations 
th a t m ake ord inary  m om ents extraordinary 
for the  patien t w atcher—w hether the 
subject is a former cat ("now /you are ash, 
you/are ash somewhere") or a field of yellow 
tulips ("Night falling, the shadow-/continents 
drift on their yellow/sea. Each night the tulips/ 
hover, snuffed suns").


Crystal Williams, Kin (Michigan State 
U niversity Press, forthcom ing  in  2000). This 
collection by a first-year M.F.A. student 
takes the  form  of a poetic m em oir, com 
posed of poem s about 
fam ily m em bers and 
others w ho have 
influenced her and 
w ho give the ir nam es 
to  the  titles of the 
poem s. In Williams's 
words, the  book 
"attem pts to  bridge 
w hat Lucille C lifton 
calls the gap 
betw een the 
in tu itive and  the 
intellectual."


NONFICTION A r'>/-?0 /a,es
Jen  H ill's An Exhilara
tion o f  Wings (forthcom ing from 
Viking) seeks ou t and  collects the  best 
w riting on  birds from  the  past two cen tu 
ries—words of fine natural observation and 
surprising literary value.


c <oud P h rbe
h0t°gr*Pher







Faculty Notes


This spring, Brandon Bigelow, a former student and advisee, published a tribute to 
Charles in the C o rn e ll D a ily  Sun. That letter reads in part: "Beneath the formal 
demeanor lay the heart of a man deeply committed to his students. His advice was 
always thoughtful and well received, and extended far beyond my undergraduate 
years at Cornell . . . [he] continued to advise me through a correspondence we 
began as soon as I left Ithaca. He maintained contact with many of his advisees, and 
all of us benefited from his continued interest and help. Professor Levy believed that 
his first and highest calling was to share his passion for literature with his students."


Roger G ilbert has edited, w ith  Jeffrey 
Robinson and  Anne Wallace, The Walker's 
Literary Companion (Breakaway Books ).


Ellis H anson 's Cruising the Screen (forthcom 
ing from  Duke U niversity Press) is a collec
tio n  of essays on  gay cinem a.


M ary Jacobus's C larendon Lectures will be 
published th is year as Psychoanalysis and the 
Scene o f  Reading (Oxford U niversity Press).


C aro l Kaske has just published Spenser and 
Biblical Poetics w ith  Cornell U niversity Press.


A lison Lurie's m ost recent novel is The Last 
Resort (C hatto  & W indus and Henry Holt, 
1998).


D an  M cCall's Citizens o f  Somewhere Else 
(Cornell, 1999) is a study of the  literary 
relationship  betw een H aw thorne and  H enry 
James.


This year, R obert M organ  will publish  Gap 
Creek (Algonquin), a novel; The Balm o f  
Gilead Tree (Gnom on), a collection of 
stories; and a new  book of poems, Topsoil 
Road (Louisiana State U niversity Press).


T im  M urray  has coedited, w ith  Alan K. 
Smith, Repossessions: Psychoanalysis and the 
Question o f  Early Modem Culture (M innesota, 
1998).


Edgar Rosenberg's definitive scholarly 
ed ition  of Great Expectations was published 
th is  year as a N orton Critical Edition and 
has been chosen by the  French governm ent 
as th e  anglophone baccalaureat tex t in  the  
public schools.


D an  Schw arz's Imagining the Holocaust is 
forthcom ing from  St. M artin 's Press.


H arry  Shaw 's Narrating Reality: Austen, Scott, 
Eliot (Cornell, 1999) is a scholarly m edita
tio n  on  th e  relations betw een fictional 
realism and historical tru th .


Jo n a th a n  B ishop
retired th is June after 
th irty-eight years in  
the  D epartm ent of 
English. He was 
educated at Harvard 
and  taugh t at 
Am herst College 
before com ing to  
Cornell in  1961. His 
groundbreaking 
study of American 
transcendentalism ,
Emerson on the Soul, appeared in  1964; his 
m ore recent w ork has been on  Biblical 
theology. For m any  years he tau g h t courses 
in  American literature and the New Testa
m ent. His in terest in  w riting as a form  of 
self-knowledge led h im  to found  and  direct 
the  departm ent's m ost popular freshm an 
seminar, "W riting from  Experience"; he was 
also director of the  Freshm an W riting 
Program for four years. A new  book, In Time, 
will be published locally by McBooks Press.


Je n n ife r  A shton , a specialist in  the  litera
ture of m odernism , joined the  Cornell 
English departm en t last fall. She grew up in  
Salt Lake City, graduated from  the  U niver
sity of U tah, and  received her Ph.D. degree 
recently from  Johns Hopkins. Her disserta
tion , Writing That Counts: The Mathematics 
o f Modernism, chal
lenges th e  prevailing 
view of G ertrude Stein 
as "the queen of 
linguistic indeterm i
nacy," arguing instead 
th a t Stein's innovative 
com parison of w ords to 
num bers results in  a 
determ inistic account 
of language. A studen t 
of m odernist poetics,
Jennifer is a poet in  her 
ow n right, whose work 
has appeared in  Paris 
Review and  The New 
Republic.


continued from  page 5


and passionate lyrics by "Michael Field"—the 
pen nam e of two wom en, Katherine Bradley 
and  Edith Cooper, w ho were aun t and niece, 
as well as com panions and lovers—whose first 
book of poems, Long Ago, bu ilt elegantly on 
fragm ents of Sappho's verse. But m any of the 
best poem s by Victorian w om en are very long, 
probably because w om en invented new  kinds 
of stories and situations and couldn 't rely on 
their readers' instant com prehension, let alone 
their agreement. Elizabeth Barrett Browning's 
abolitionist poem  about an American slave 
w ho m urdered the child  she bore after a w hite 
m an raped her needed a lo t of space (253 
lines of poetry plus 36 stanza num bers and the 
spaces betw een stanzas) to  make her 
character’s m otive understandable. A Cast
away, a dram atic m onologue by Augusta 
Webster in  w hich a rich prostitute defends her 
way of life, takes 630 lines to  develop the 
character and the argum ent. (Webster's poetry 
was greatly adm ired in  the late n ineteen th  
century, bu t is alm ost unknow n today.) Amy 
Levy, the  best although n o t quite the only 
English Jewish w om an poet of any note


th is century, is fortunately  som ew hat briefer 
in  X antippe's m elancholy  account of w hat 
it was like to  be m arried to  Socrates, b u t for 
the  anxious anthologist, n o t brief enough. 
These are all excellent poem s, and  we will 
include all of them ; bu t I wish they  d id n 't 
take up so m any  pages. Barrett Browning's 
masterpiece, the  verse-novel Aurora Leigh, is 
(as critics po in ted  ou t w hen it was first 
published) longer th a n  Paradise Lost and 
can ’t possibly be shoehorned  in. And then , 
of course, we are left w ith  the  question  of 
w hat will go ou t to  make room  for them .


The writers w hose work will be less fully 
represented th a n  in  earlier anthologies— 
M atthew  Arnold him self am ong them — 
were for the  m ost part educated in  the 
classical canon, w hile those w ho will 
displace them  m ostly were no t. M ost of the 
new  w riters are w om en; a few will be from  
the  lower class. But the  audience we 
envision is n o t unlike the  audience Arnold 
had  in  m ind  w hen  he form ulated the  idea 
of a vernacular canon. He assumed th a t the 
rich would read Greek, the poor would read


short poem s by contem porary  authors, and 
the  m iddle class w ould read the  English 
classics ("classic," he said, really just m eans 
"the very best") an d  o ther great works in  
translation . This kind of cultural division 
am ong readers has by no  m eans disap
peared, a lthough college students in 
America today are m ore diverse in  alm ost 
every respect th a n  the  m iddle class of 
Arnold's England. And while teachers of 
literature are m uch  less sure now  th an  
A rnold was th a t defining a canon  of the 
"very best" is either possible or desirable, 
m ost of us still can 't help believing th a t 
literature is, in  som e very fundam ental way, 
good for our students and  good for our
selves. I hope th a t our readers will find our 
new  selections as "good" in  every way as the 
works they  join or displace—and  consider
ably m ore interesting.


Dorothy M ermin was recently nam ed Goldwin 
Sm ith Professor o f  English. Her m ost recent 
book is G odiva's Ride, a study o f  Victorian 
women writers.


CHARLES LEVY 1931-1998
Charles S. Levy, Professor of English, died suddenly on 
November 5, 1998, following heart surgery. He was born in 
New York City and graduated from Hamilton College as 
valedictorian of his class. He received his Ph.D. degree from 
Cornell in 1962, and after teaching at the University of 
Minnesota for several years, returned to Cornell in 1967 as 
an assistant professor, specializing in the English Renaissance.
He was known as a demanding but highly organized, 
scrupulously fair, and utterly conscientious teacher. As a 
scholar he was not only demanding but exacting. For him 
"close enough" was never good enough: his motto was 
"let's get it right." A tireless advocate for academic causes in 
which he believed, he was also, when necessary, a tenacious 
as well as an eloquent disputant, especially in defense of 
traditional humanistic values. Charles was a devoted family 
man. He is survived by his wife of forty-two years, Andree 
Grandjean Levy, who was instrumental in developing his deep and abiding love of 
France; and by his two daughters, Marian Wilson and Claudia Manganello.







Letter from the Chair
JONATHAN CULLER


Samuel Johnson  writes, "There are few 
th ings n o t purely evil of w hich we can say, 
w ithou t som e em otion  of uneasiness, th is is 
th e  last." As m y term  as chair of the  English 
departm en t draws to  a close, I am  m oved to  
reflect on  Dr. Jo h n so n ’s remark. It has been 
an  hono r to  have served as chair of this 
d istinguished departm en t for the  past three 
years—a departm en t w hich em braces wide 
differences of view w ithou t the  petty  
contentiousness th a t marks some of our 
peer institu tions. My colleagues work very 
hard  in  the  m any activities o ther th an  
teaching and scholarship in  w hich a chair 
m ust unrem itting ly  enlist them , bu t the 
press of problem s, duties, and  initiatives, 
large and  small, does grow wearisome. I am 
ready to  pass on  these responsibilities and 
if, as Dr. Johnson  notes, I harbor som e m ild 
sense of regret, I welcome his shrewd 
in terpretation : "We always make a secret 
com parison betw een a part and  the whole; 
the  te rm ination  of any period of life 
rem inds us th a t life itself has likewise its 
te rm ination ." Fortunately I can say th a t 
affairs will be in  excellent hands, since 
Professor Harry Shaw, th e  consensus choice 
of his colleagues, has agreed to  direct the 
business of th e  departm en t for the  next 
th ree years.


Harry Shaw is a graduate of Harvard 
U niversity and  th e  U niversity of California 
at Berkeley, an  expert on  the  history  of the 
novel and  au tho r of The Forms o f  Historical 
Fiction and Narrating Reality: Austen, Scott, 
Eliot, fo rthcom ing from  Cornell University 
Press th is year. Harry has taugh t at Cornell 
since 1978 and  has previously served as an 
energetic and  successful d irector of the  John  
S. K night W riting Program, so he is no  
stranger to  the  labors of adm inistration. 
M any graduates rem em ber fondly his 
undergraduate and  graduate courses on the 
novel, and  in  recent years he and  m edieval
ist Tom Hill have joined forces to  teach a 
course on  Scottish literature, w hich has 
becom e a fixture in  th e  curriculum . Last fall 
Harry chaired a com m ittee to  consider the  
undergraduate experience in  the depart
m en t—n o t just requirem ents for the  English 
m ajors bu t the  sort of in tellectual and 
personal experience we are offering those 
w ho choose to  take our courses—and we are 
now  engaged in  discussions of some of the 
ideas pu t forth  in  his report.


This has produced a com plicated debate 
about the  structure of th e  English m ajor and 
of th e  honors program . At th e  m om ent our 
requirem ent for m ajors (in addition  to  a 
certain  num ber of credits in  English ) is two 
courses in  a foreign literature and three 
courses in  literature before 1800. Does this 
make sense? Is insuring a m odicum  of study 
of p re-n ineteen th-century  literature w hat 
we care about m ost? And if the  goal of the 
foreign literature requirem ent is to  enhance 
our m ajors' sensitivity to  language and 
linguistic structure, is th is the  best way to  
achieve it? The faculty is divided on  bo th  
these issues. There is also before us a 
proposal to  in troduce "concentrations": to  
require English m ajors to  take a num ber of


courses focused on  a 
particular genre, 
period, or type of 
literature. And we 
are divided about 


■ m i  w hether th e  Honors 
program  should 


require full historical coverage rather th a n  
just a thesis, as now. How will all th is  tu rn  
out? W atch th is space for th e  sequel.


A lthough we are a departm en t reputedly 
linked w ith  "theory"—an idea th a t m y 
presence in  the  chair's office has done 
no th in g  to  dispel—our curriculum  rem ains 
surprisingly traditional in  its m ain  outlines. 
Shakespeare is popular at all levels, from  
freshm an sem inars to  graduate courses. Our 
new  course, "Shakespeare and  the  Tw entieth 
Century," is doing well, as is our regular 
Shakespeare survey. Our largest courses th is 
year are "The Culture of the  1960s," 
followed by "M ind and  M emory" (an 
interdisciplinary course led by w riter Diane 
Ackerman, w ith  visiting lecturers from 
across the university), "The Bible" (a 
surprise, this!), "Readings in  English and 
American Literature, 1200-1800" (for 
nonm ajors), and Shakespeare. (This year 
even th e  course on  the  eigh teenth-century  
novel surprised us by reaching its cap.) 
Preregistration figures for nex t fall suggest 
th a t our Shakespeare survey m ay finally 
ou tstrip  "The Culture of th e  1960s." Is this 
fallout from  Shakespeare in Love?— 
Shakespeare as the  culture of the  nineties?


As I reported last year, the  departm ent has 
increased its efforts to  broaden its conversa
tion  w ith  our alum ni, and  we have been 
very gratified by the  results. A group of 
Friends of the  English D epartm ent has been 
of enorm ous help  in  enabling us to  under
take activities th a t the  regular budget from 
the  college does n o t finance: encouraging 
faculty m em bers to  invite undergraduate 
classes ou t for pizza or inform al gatherings, 
organizing discussions of job prospects for 
m ajors, sending faculty to  speak to  alum ni 
groups, enhancing  social events for majors 
and  honors students, and  bringing in  a 
Shakespearean actor to  lead a w orkshop on


Shakespeare's sonnets and  the  oral declam a
tio n  of poetry. We are especially grateful to  
Helen M etteler for a generous gift in  support 
of the  expository w riting program , to  
alum nus Alan Schwartz and  Louise Schwartz 
of the  Trum an Capote Literary Foundation, 
w hich has once again funded th e  Trum an 
Capote Fellowship in  the  M.F.A. Program, to  
Jane Gellman, the  m other of a graduating 
senior, w ho has m ade a generous two-year 
gift to  the  Friends fund, to  Torrey Harder, 
w ho is supporting  a visit by  a director and 
actors from  Shakespeare and  Com pany, and 
to  Richard Reinhold and  Beth Grossman, 
w ho have hosted  an  event in  New York and 
contribu ted  once again to  a departm ental 
con tingency  fund. I invite you to  send 
contribu tions and inquiries to  m e c/o 
Friends of the  English D epartm ent, G oldwin 
Sm ith Hall, Cornell, 14853-3201.


This com ing year we w ish to  establish a list 
of Friends of the  English D epartm ent w ho 
w ould be willing to  chat w ith current 
English m ajors—on the phone  or by e- 
m ail—about career prospects in  th e  fields 
they  them selves have entered. We rem ain 
convinced th a t an  English m ajor is excellent 
p reparation  for gainful em ploym ent, but 
our majors them selves (and the ir parents) 
are often skeptical. A dean of Cornell's 
Johnson  G raduate School of M anagem ent 
says th a t in  fact English m ajors are generally 
better equipped th a n  econom ics m ajors for 
work at the  business school and  in  the 
business world, w here th e  ability  to  analyze, 
to  synthesize and to  write m ay be m ore 
im portan t th a n  quantita tive skills. Cornell 
alum nae/i w ould do us and  our students a 
real service if they  were w illing to  talk w ith  
our m ajors about the ir ow n experiences and 
to  give them  advice.


May I ask anyone w ho is w illing to  do so to 
contact Harry Shaw, at english_chair@ 
comell.edu or Lisa Harris in  the  Cornell 
Career Center, w ho will arrange to  put 
English m ajors in  touch  w ith alum ni: Lisa 
Harris, U niversity Career Center, 103 Barnes 
Hall, Ithaca, 14853-1601, tel.: 607 255-6926, 
e-mail: lmh23@comell.edu.


GNQL1SH
252 G oldw in Sm ith Hall 
Ithaca, NY 14853-3201
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This issue of English at Cornell begins with an 
article in a continuing series in which Cornell  
faculty members address the place of the humani-
ties at Cornell and in the world at large. Lyrae  
Van Clief-Stefanon has a rich set of perspectives on 
this question. An African American poet who grew 
up in rural Florida, she received her MFA degree 
from Pennsylvania State University and joined the 
Cornell Department of English in 2004 as an 
assistant professor. Her first book, Black Swan 
(University of Pittsburgh Press, 2002), won the 
Cave Canem Poetry Prize in 2001; she is now at 
work on a second volume, tentatively titled Open 
Interval. She has taught creative writing to Ivy 
League undergraduates and to inmates of maxi-
mum security prisons and juvenile detention cen-
ters. Last spring she and Helena Viramontes 
taught a course in Cornell at Auburn, a program 
for inmates at Auburn Correctional Facility,  
thirty-eight miles north of Ithaca. The program 
was founded by Pete Wetherbee after New York 
State terminated the higher education degree  
program for inmates in its prison system.
In this interview Lyrae and Paul Sawyer discuss 
identity as a site of location and intersection, in 
relation to one’s past, one’s race, one’s vocation, 
one’s students, and finally to poetry itself.
P. Black Swan, your first book, addresses, 
among other things, your experiences growing 
up and your mother’s life. Could you say a bit 
about her and your childhood and how you 
wrote about them?
L. I’m a Southern girl, Daytona Beach. Born 
and raised there, moved to a small town thirty 
miles inland. My father died when I was six, so 
for most of my life I was raised by my mother 
as a single parent. She raised me and three sib-
lings in the Pentecostal Church, which is a 
hard-core, restrictive, Old-Testament-God
  


religion. She’d been diagnosed with hyper- 
thyroidism and was about to die, and she essen-
tially made a deal with God that if He let her 
live to raise her kids, she’d be a real Christian. 
The doctors told my mother, “You’re going to 
die,” and the family gathered to mourn her,  
but instead, she left the hospital and did not die 
and lived up until 2000—which was kind of a 
miracle at the time. I address that in Black 
Swan in a poem called “Myth.” So. Yeah.  
A lot of Black Swan is addressed to her and to 
that religion, and also to classical mythological 
religion as well as Biblical religion.
P. How did your mother’s life remind you of 
classical mythology?
L. In my poems I’m always focused in on iden-
tity, on the stories we tell ourselves. My mother 
was not very forthcoming with stories that pre- 
dated that conversion; she essentially wanted to 
eliminate all her previous life, so she’d really 
not talk to you about much except Jesus. I’m 
trying to deal with her being larger than life to 
me because of her having overcome her illness. 
The way they treated hyperthyroidism was with 
cobalt radiation, as if it were cancer, so my 
whole life, my mother was sick but also super-
strong and powerful and safe and a larger-than-
life character. So the women of classical myths 
went right along with the way I viewed her and 
myself. Black Swan starts with Leda and ends 
with Helen. The Leda story in the first poem is 
my mother’s. For me the poems are a way of 
viewing my own identity by pulling away from 
my mother’s insistence on everything through 
the Bible.
P. In the last poem, where you balance yourself 
against your mother, who is in the first poem, 
Helen is looking in a refracting bathroom  
mirror, and the image is fragmented. You don’t


give your reader the satisfaction of seeing  
your identity as an achieved whole.
L. No, and that leads directly into the new 
book; the fragmentation of constellations  
represents that too. Looking at sky and not 
being able to see the whole that’s there,  
because it’s invisible.
P. The lack of wholeness is not a completely 
negative condition, though?
L. No, no. But the invisibility is a problem,  
and that’s what I’m trying to deal with. Also 
the fragmentation. The “I” is a site of crossing, 
a site of intersection, a palimpsest “I” being 
written on in all these different ways, the ways 
the stars are layered. If this is the human con-
dition, you can deal with it or not, but you can 
also try to fight the invisibility. I sometimes 
refer to blackness as a “magical skin,” because 
there are these ways of seeing that are allowed 
through having it—ways of seeing that are 
engendered by invisibility.
P. You told me once that you always knew you 
were a poet.
L. My name refers to “lyric poetry.” Which  
is very bizarre. I don’t think my mother, in 
naming me, intentionally meant to say, “You’re 
going to be a poet.” But I can’t remember a 
time when I didn’t want to write poems. My 
desire to write poems pre-dates my earliest 
memories. I don’t know why that is. I remember 
being in elementary school and hearing a poem 
I’d written being read over the intercom—
which was the first time I thought of poetry as 
a public thing as well as a private thing. And 
then with the Pentecostal religion also—it’s 
hard not to be a poet when you’re raised to 
believe in a world that’s spoken: “In the begin-
ning was the Word.” Which is how I was raised. 
Creation was “God said let there be.” How can 
you not write poetry?
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P. “Pentecostal,” of course, refers to the episode 
when the divine flames descended, giving speech 
to disciples.
L. Yes. Which meant they believed in a language 
that’s a direct line to God. A language also that 
maybe the person who’s speaking it can’t even 
understand. Speaking in foreign tongues, a lan-
guage you don’t even know—it’s that glossolalia 
aspect that’s interesting: wrestling with words and 
trying to make meaning, creating and designing 
things, making poems in particular. I take the  
process very seriously; it takes a long time.
P. What poets or poems have been important to 
you?
L. June Jordan’s “Poem about My Rights” is one  
of my all-time favorite poems; it ends, “I am not 
wrong: Wrong is not my name/My name is my 
own my own my own.” That was so freeing when  
I first read it.
When I was really young, my mom went to a 
library sale and got records of all of Shakespeare’s 
plays, along with the books to go with them. So 
when other kids were listening to Stevie Wonder,  
I was listening to Shakespeare on the record player 
and reading along. Half the time I didn’t under-


stand what they were saying but I loved it, the  
way it sounded, the way it made me feel when I 
heard it. So I was a really strange kid. I also grew 
into a great fan of Emily Dickinson. And Lucille 
Clifton, whose stuff I just love. Those are poems 
that saved me as far as coming from an abused 
background, as I was. But Clifton was also writing 
and re-writing mythologies. She has these conver-
sations between Lucifer and God as brothers talk-
ing to each other—a different re-telling of the 
Biblical mythology. And she has a poem, “Leda II; 
A Note Regarding Visitations,” that begins, 
“Always pyrotechnics,” and where Leda is address-
ing the swan: “you want what a man wants/Next 
time come as a man/Or don’t come at all.” 
P. I notice you’re carrying a book about the stars. 
What does astronomy have to do with the poems 
you’re working on now?
L. I’m reading Horace A. Smith’s RR Lyrae Stars 
because I am writing about these stars and about 
myself as a way to get at identity from a different 
angle. Variable stars are stars that expand and  
contract, changing in brightness in a way that’s 
regular, that can be measured—and also seen with 
the naked eye. They’re important stars because the 
variable rays make them useful for traveling dis-
tances. I’m interested in the RR Lyrae type of  
variable star because they have my name but they 
also have that RR designation. It’s a way of naming 
things in astronomy, but I also think of “RR” as 
railroad crossings, sites of intersection, X marks  
the spot, which is where identity lies. So I thought 
“RR” was interesting metaphorically, because  
identity lies in intersection.
Another way the new poems link to astronomy is 
that I’ve become interested in John Goodricke.  
He was a deaf astronomer, living in the eighteenth 
century, which was a time when the deaf were not 
generally educated. He lived across from York 
Minster, and he made observations of the stars and 
calculations that led to discoveries by later astrono-
mers. He studied variable stars, including Algol 
and BetaLyrae stars. Because he was a son and heir 
and also deaf, he was a great disappointment to his


family, so even though he’s the most famous per-
son in his family, he wasn’t even buried in the  
family monument; he’s buried off somewhere else. 
So he was both an astronomer and an outsider.
P. Do you write about Goodricke in the new book?
L. Yes. The first poem where you get a sense of 
him is called “RR Lyrae Sonnet.” I was thinking  
of a way of translating the astronomy to the poetry, 
and I thought the sonnet form would be good.
P. Why the sonnet in particular?
L. Because of its ability, in my mind, to expand 
and hold things. I have a number of favorite  
sonnets, by Shakespeare and others, but my very 
favorite sonnet is by Marilyn Nelson. It’s called 
“Balance,” and it starts off using the vernacular: 
“He watch her like a coon hound watch a tree.” It’s 
about a woman in slave times and her relationship 
with a slave master, and I loved the way the form 
opened up to embrace that vernacular along with  
a particular form and meter. A sonnet can contain 
Shakespearean language or any language you want 
to put into it; you can also write yourself into the 
form and against it. In Black Swan I have a poem 
about child abuse that’s written as a pantoum. I 
love formal poetry, and I love getting away from it; 
there’s something comforting in the music of it, 
the rhythm, the patterns, the chaos. Constellations. 
This is too big for me to figure out, so put pictures 
up there in the sky. 
P. Can you explain the title of the new book?
L. “Open interval” is a term from mathematics. If 
you have a line that doesn’t contain its end-points 
but goes from one point to another, it’s designated 
by a line with two open circles at the end. I think 
of life as an open interval and the universe as an 
open interval, and also faith. And I think of the 
sonnet as an open interval. So the sonnet has room 
for anything. Not only can you write yourself into 
and against the form, but you can write yourself 
straight through to another place. 
 “RR Lyrae Sonnet” has an open interval marked 
within it. Another way of designating these inter-
vals is by brackets that face out instead of in. In 
the sonnet, I address John Goodricke about the 
fact that he’s written my name down—I looked  
at his journals and found my name there, “Lyrae,” 
written in his hand. And then I address “dear 
Phillis” in an interval. I’m addressing Phillis 
Wheatley, the black American poet, because 
although I feel connected to Goodricke through 
my name, Phillis Wheatley was a black American 
poet. And you know, Thomas Jefferson said there’s 
no such thing as a black American poet: “You can’t 
exist.” So I’m trying to write to Goodricke and 
Wheatley but write through the space—and write 
myself into a different universe.
P. Your mention of Wheatley reminds me that  
we seem to be at a point in literary history when  
a “minority” poet is free to explore any topic. She 
isn’t thought to violate some notion of fidelity to 
her “roots” if, for example, she writes about an 
eighteenth-century Englishman who was deaf.
L. I address race in some of the other poems.  
For example, there’s one about Andromeda—the 
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constellation and the myth behind it—which posits 
her as a black woman. Which in fact she was: she 
was North African. So it’s bizarre how in paintings 
she’s shown as a virginal white nude with the 
chains—which of course are provocative in terms 
of race and history. 
Another thing that has been interesting to me is, 
I’ve been studying celestial maps and how this 
intersects with race. I spent last summer in 
London, visiting the Royal Astronomical Society. 
No one comes in there, especially not poets. I 
learned that it was a hundred fifty years before a 
celestial map came out where the celestial back-
ground was black. Black was not even allowed in 
the night sky. Here were these maps where the 
night sky was white.
P. So instead of putting African American experi-
ence against a white Western tradition, you’re com-
plicating that view of a Western tradition, which 
has had a white tint, so to speak, but is not in itself 
white: Andromeda is not “white,” astronomy is not 
“white,” the stars are not “white.”
L. Part of my project is to claim everything for 
myself—I’m greedy. That includes John 
Goodricke; there’s my name written down there  
[in his journals]; he’s no less mine than somebody 
else’s that’s looking at him. Why can’t I have him, 
why can’t I have the star and the entire universe as 
a black woman poet, why must I be relegated to, 
“My roots are X”? But I’m different and interested 
in a different “X”—
P. So you don’t call yourself a “minority poet”  
very often.
L. No. I don’t call myself “minority” these days. 
P. You’ve written a poem about one of my favorite 
musicians, Jimi Hendrix [see sidebar, page 7]. 
What’s going on in that one?
L. A lot of the poems in my manuscript rely on the 
cliché “shooting for the stars,” which I use to refer 
to freedom as a concept derived from the stars, 
identity as a concept derived from the stars. You 
may know that during the Vietnam War Hendrix 
trained as a paratrooper, but he got hurt during 
training and had to leave. With his guitar, he was 
trying to re-create the sound of the wind blowing 
through the silk of parachutes. I grew up near 
Skydive DeLand, a drop zone where skydivers 
trained, and I used to watch the airmen jumping 
out of planes. Hendrix was trying to get at the sky 
through the guitar, at that tremendous feeling of 
falling through the air in a parachute. Art is one 
way of doing it, and for him of course drugs were 
another way.
P. I recall that Hendrix used to complain that he 
couldn’t reproduce on the guitar the sounds he 
could hear in his head.
L. That’s the wind. A lot of his work with distor-
tion and feedback came from his trying to re-create 
that sound. I was also interested in the way 
Hendrix seemed to be pouring himself through the 
guitar, trying to locate himself, the desperation 
people feel trying to locate themselves. 
In the phrase “midnight flares,” I have in mind the 
way stars flash, but also an early way of navigation. 
Before they figured out longitude, sailors would set 


out flares in the dark-
ness. While I was in 
England I learned 
about these early 
attempts. One was 
really a form of vodun, 
not science. There was 
a substance called 
“powder of sympathy” 
that people thought 
could link at a dis-
tance. So they’d injure 
a dog by stabbing it 
through a bandage, 
and keep the bandage 
but send the dog to 
sea. Every midday back 
home, they’d plunge 
the knife into the  
powder-soaked ban-
dage, and because they 
believed that the dog 
was linked to it in 
“sympathy” through its 
injury, the dog would 
supposedly howl from 
pain. That way the 
navigators could locate 
themselves in relation 
to the land. 
P. You write poems and 
you also teach others to 
write poems. What’s 
been your most valuable 
experience as a teacher?
L. That would have to be my experience teaching 
the girls at Girls’ Probation House in Fairfax, 
Virginia. For three years before then, I taught a 
workshop at Rockville State Correctional Facility 
while I was a graduate student, and I realized then 
how much I enjoyed teaching incarcerated popula-
tions. I wanted to do this for the rest of my life. 
But at Fairfax, I was actually part of the girls’ treat-
ment team; I was responsible for teaching English, 
social studies, and art. I had girls from ages twelve 
to nineteen all at the same time, like a one-room 
schoolhouse. 
I remember trying to teach the girls meter. We  
read the song “Lose Yourself,” by Eminem, which 
is from the movie Eight Mile; I taught them that 
Eminem knew about meter, that meter’s not just 
something “out there”—there’s a part in the song 
where he even lays out the beat (DAD-dum-da-
dum-DAD). I told them, Don’t think ignorance 
will get you to the top of the field you want. I was 
very open with them about my own experiences. I 
came up hard too, I had bad things happen to me, 
and they appreciated that I shared that with them. 
I think it made them trust me more than they 
might have. 
P. Why did you leave?
L. Because of the No Child Left Behind Act. 
Because of their regulations, I wasn’t qualified to 
teach in the program.
P. So you got left behind.
L. Right.


P. Since you came to Cornell, you’ve been teaching 
at Auburn Correctional Facility in upstate New 
York. How would you compare that experience 
with teaching the girls at Fairfax?
L. Nothing could be as enjoyable as teaching the 
girls. I feel so fortunate even to have been part of 
that program. And the closeness that developed 
with the kids. Of course I can’t allow myself that 
now; I have to keep better boundaries at Auburn, 
particularly as a woman going into a maximum 
security prison.
What’s been most rewarding about Auburn is how 
talented the men are. They were resistant at first to 
any idea of craft, anything that could be seen as a 
form belonging to “the Man.” You know, whatever 
comes out at first is supposed to be good. I used to 
give them the example of jazz musicians riffing. I 
kept joking about pearls in the oyster; I’d say, “I’m 
here to annoy you—and you’ll create something 
beautiful as a result.” And then to watch them try 
these forms and see such fantastic results! [“Magical 
Wednesday,” above]
P. You’ve written a poem about Auburn called 
“North Star,” which we can’t print all of because 
it’s forthcoming from Shenandoah. But you can 
describe it and quote from it.
L. Yes. On the way to the prison I would drive past 
Harriet Tubman’s house in Auburn, and I’d think 
of what a star meant to me and what it meant to 
her. I have the freedom and privilege to sit and 
contemplate what a star means to me in terms of 
identity. I’m a black woman who can’t find the  
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Last spring, a visiting professor wrote a letter to 
Marianne Marsh, the administrative manager of 
the Department of English, that begins: “I wanted 
to let you know that the English Department staff at 
Cornell has been the most pleasant and cooperative 
support staff that I have worked with in my gradu-
ate and professional career. . . . The atmosphere is 
friendly and open, and that has made my campus life 
and my job easier.” For those of us who have worked 
with the staff for even a short time, either as stu-
dents or as faculty members, this praise comes as no 
surprise: their efficiency, integrity, and sheer human 
qualities have made them seem colleagues and friends 
rather than simply “staff.” Recently, all six met with 
Jen Dunnaway, a graduate student in English who 
was also the research assistant for this issue of the 
newsletter. The conversation touched on the women’s 
relationship to the faculty and students, to their 
work, and above all, to each other. 
MARIANNE MARSH, the administrative manager, 
has worked for the English Department for twenty-
four years. That record is trumped, however, by 
VICKY BREVETTI, the assistant to the chair of the 
department, who received her twenty-five-year cer-
tificate last June. ROBIN DOXTATER, who handles 
research accounts and other financial matters, and 
DARLENE FLINT, administrative assistant for the 
undergraduate program, work in the main office. 
The newest members are HEATHER GOWE, whose 
sunny smile greets visitors at the front desk, and 
MICHELE MANNELLA, who assists the director of 
graduate studies. 
Marianne began the conversation by noting that 
departments of this size (more than fifty faculty 
members and 300 courses) aren’t just “chaired” 
anymore, they’re managed. What does it mean 
to be the “non-academic chair” of an operation 
of this size? “I manage the TA budget, and I help 
the chair make curriculum planning decisions,” 
Marianne explained. “I don’t make the academic 
decisions, but I know what a lot of them need to 
be. I supervise the staff, I take care of the facili-
ties—all those things that are kind of invisible, 
that just get done. We all contribute to this, but I 
oversee that it gets done.” 


"A whale-Oiled machine"


Michele Mannella [left], the newest staff member, with Robin Doxtater 
and Vicky Brevetti, who between them have worked forty-five years for 
Cornell


Vicky noted that one of the hardest parts is 
transitioning to a new chair, since the staff has a 
continuity that no faculty officer has. As Michele 
put it, the staff has to be able to say each year, 
“It’s September 12, it’s the time to do XYZ.” Not 
surprisingly, in a department of this complexity, 
some decisions “just happen.” “In smaller depart-
ments, the whole faculty might get involved in the 
decision-making regarding a new copy machine,” 
Marianne pointed out. “Here, the new copy 
machine just shows up. Then the chair goes in 
there and says, ‘Oh! A new copy machine. Can  
you show me how to work it?’”
But the work the staff does only seems to “just  
happen.” For example, Vicky coordinates the  
entire tenure process and review process for any-
body who’s getting promoted. “She knows every-
thing that has to be done, the deadlines, every-
thing, and she is absolutely meticulous about it,” 
Marianne said. “The grad students may see her as 
just the paycheck-generator, but no. Because to get 
one paycheck, one little thin piece of paper, there’s 
probably that much stuff she has to do [hands 
wide] for one person.”
Similarly, when Darlene reserves a classroom for 
someone, she has to enter certain codes for build-
ings, and then certain codes for what is needed in 
the classroom. For example, a room with moveable 
seating has its own code. This year the College of 
Arts and Sciences got a surprising influx of new 
students—all needing courses and classrooms. 
“There’re about thirty classes right now that, 
between me and the registrar, hopefully by the 
time classes start, we’ll have them all placed,” 
Darlene said. Much of her job, though, doesn’t 
relate to undergraduates. As Marianne pointed out, 
“She coordinates all of the applications for faculty 
searches. She takes care of all the key assignments 
for graduate TA offices and the faculty. She makes 
massive updates to our website on a regular basis; 
she posts all the courses. That’s how it works with 
us: there’s so much to be done and there’re only a 
few of us, so we have to say, well, you can do that, 
you can do that, you can do that.”


“Our joke is that we’re ‘a whale-oiled machine,’” 
Darlene said. “For example, we can set up a recep-
tion in no time flat, we’ve done it so many times.”
This level of responsibility means that the staff 
members have to work together with a rare degree 
of consensus—which contributes to the atmo-
sphere the visiting professor mentioned in her 
letter. “Sometimes we can just look at each other, 
and know what the other one wants us to do,” 
Marianne said. “Or we’ll just point, and Heather 
knows what I mean about ‘you know.’ We are a 
team here that gives off an impression that this is 
a community. Because we are a community in and 
of ourselves.
“But we consider the English Department our 
community as well,” she added. “I’ve gotten to 
know people so well that I even organize memo-
rial services for people who pass away, with a 
knowledge of them and their family. It’s a talent 
I’ve developed sort of by accident. And we’ve all 
developed talents to know what to do with people 
because we know them so well.” 
Similarly, Robin Doxtater knows how someone’s 
going to behave when they’re paying a bill or using 
their card. “We even know their handwriting,” she 
explained. 
Vicky added: “And their footsteps.”
What about the difficult cases? Are there some 
people who are harder to work with than others?
Marianne said, “You may have heard this ratio 
that’s used in business, that 80% of your time is 
spent on 20% of the people.” 
“And because they’re academics, they use more 
words to ask you for it,” Michele joked.
“Yeah, like, ‘save me,’” said Heather.
But for Marianne, there’s an “up” side even to deal-
ing with the difficult people. “You have all these 
people to put up with, but then you know them 
so well, that, for example, if professor so-and-so 
yelled at me about something, I know what’s up 
with him. I’ve known what’s up with him for the 
last fifteen years, and I know it’s not about me. So, 
I don’t take it personally. The thick skin sometimes 
comes from years of being here or getting to know 
people. And, you know, you kind of love ’em. Like 
you would a family member, because you know 
what they’re up against and why they might be 
stressed out that day.” 
Michele said, “Because I’m new, if I’m working 
with something that’s sensitive, I’ll go in and I’ll 
ask Marianne, ‘How do you think I should handle 
this with this person?’ And the answer will be dif-
ferent for different people.” 
Vicky has a particular talent for dealing with  
“sensitives” because, according to Marianne, she’s 
so discreet: “All kinds of wacky calls can come into 
the chair’s office, and Vicky has to screen those, 
and figure out whether to respond to them,  
whether to direct them on or whether to ignore 
them. Because sometimes people begin [command-
ing voice] “I’m talking to the chair!” 
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What have been some of 
the wackiest phone calls? 
Marianne recalled a woman 
from New Jersey, a paranoid 
schizophrenic, who used to 
call the director of gradu-
ate studies: “She had this 
whole thing about how she 
was channeling messages 
through her retina through 
people in the basement of 
Rockefeller Center. She 
called it the ‘conductivity.’ 
She really needed to talk to 
English literature professors 
about this, and would actu-
ally come to Ithaca, probably 
when they let her out of the 
mental institution. And people 
used to patiently talk to her.”
Darlene had a different example: “There’s been a 
guy in here several times wanting to talk to some-
body on the creative writing faculty about getting 
his book published. It’s always interesting too when 
you get a phone call and somebody says, ‘Okay, is 
this the word I use, or is it this word?’ ‘Oh, I don’t 
know.’ ‘Well aren’t you the English Department?’” 
“Yeah. Well, we’re not the reference at the library,” 
Michele rejoined. 


Clearly, answering calls like this is no one’s favorite 
part of the job. So what are the staff members’ 
favorite aspects of the job—besides each other? 
Vicky, who drives in each morning from Homer, 
New York, answered, “Not the commute.”
“That doesn’t bother me,” said Darlene, who drives 
in from the town of Marathon, somewhat closer. 
“It’s a time to sort of settle down between work 
and home.”
Michele said, “My first favorite thing is that I’m 
getting paid for a job I like to do, and the second 
thing would be the people.” 
For Darlene, it’s the variety: “I worked in a factory 
for a long, long time and it was very boring and 
repetitious. You did the same thing all day long. 
But here, various people are coming in, with dif-
ferent problems that you have to solve, and it keeps 
me interested.” At the factory, her job had been to 
put pieces of decorative tape on tennis rackets to 


make them pretty, and then to spray paint them 
with varnish. “Then they shut the plant down and 
they sent everything to Costa Rica. So I went and 
spent a year and a half at a community college 
and then six months out of work, and then came 
here. The money [at the factory] was great. About 
twenty-five years ago I was making $13 an hour.”
But she’d never go back. 
Robin said, “Every so often I’ll hear a horror story 
from another person that works here. Like how in 
their department there’s backstabbing and there’re 
awful professors. I’m so glad that we don’t have any 
of that here.” 
“As I was thinking what is of value to me for being 
here, it is the community,” Marianne continued, 
“and it’s the fact that we are valued, not just as 
human beings but for what we do. They respect 
what we do. There are some people who are elitist 
and the academic/staff divide is important to them, 
but that’s mostly about their own insecurities.” She 
recalled an occasion when a faculty member who’d 
been in the English Department a long time was 
talking with her after a reception. “I’ll never forget: 
the way he was talking to me, and dealing with 
the event that we were putting on, and suddenly, I 
felt like I had tenure. I felt like I was just as much 
a part of this department and this university as he 
was. And that was really important to me. That I 
felt so secure here, and that what I did was really 
important. And it is; what we do is really impor-
tant.” 
Is it just luck that the English Department faculty 
members aren’t automatically disrespectful?
After a moment’s thought, Marianne said, “I think 
it’s the English Department culture. I think people 
are hired according to those kinds of requirements. 
It’s not in the job description for a new faculty 
member, but I think they must intuit it somehow. 
And then what we exude as a team must have a lot 
to do with it too.”


“They know we’re a team,” Vicky said.
“They’re not going to come in and talk to me 
about Marianne or Vicky,” Michele agreed. “It’s 
just not going to happen.” 
“Marianne has made it really nice to work here,” 
Robin said. “She’s been really flexible with us if 
we’ve needed time off. And she lets us do wellness. 
A lot of managers don’t let their employees do well-
ness, to go to the gym and get release time.” 
The staff members have that benefit because 
Marianne knows they won’t slack off: “I don’t have 
absenteeism. Darlene said the other day—it was 
about somebody in another department who called 
in sick when something was happening—she said, 
‘Wow. I’d have to be dead or dying not to show up 
for something like that.’”
“There was one time this year when I was sick all 
night long,” Darlene recalled, “but there was a rea-
son for me to be in here. And I stayed at my desk 
and I said, ‘Stay away from me,’ and I did leave 
a little bit early. But it was one of those things 
where I knew that I had to be here because”—she 
shrugged—“it was the first day of classes.”
 “She can’t not be here!” Marianne exclaimed, to 
laughter, “or I’d kill her!”
“That would be a case where she’d kill me and not 
fire me,” said Darlene.
The staff has a joke about being fired—as Michele 
discovered during one of her first days on the 
job: “They have all these rules and they don’t tell 
you, when you’re new. So Marianne said one day, 
‘You’re fired,’ and I said, ‘Oh good, I guess I can 
go home now,’ and everyone says, ‘Oh, she doesn’t 
know the rule!’” 
The rule, of course, is that the “fired” person has 
to stay until 4:30 and come back the next day. 
Then there’s the staff ’s way of rescuing another 
person who’s trapped on the phone: “We have 
an unwritten rule that you ‘rescue’ the person,” 
Marianne explained. “For example, you call 
the chair and say, [breathless secretary voice] ‘Hi, 
Jonathan, your 10:30’s here!’ Another rule is, if a 
staff member has to talk to one of those people, 
when you hang up, you can say, ‘I get to go home 
now.’” 
One day Darlene got three such calls. “She got a 
sabbatical,” Vicky quipped.
How does one build a staff with this much team-
work and common caring?
Marianne recalled saying when Michele came for 
her employment interview, “I want to hire a Vicky 
or a Robin.” 
Michele’s first strong impression of the staff came 
after the gift exchange last Christmas: “Because 
everyone knows each other so well, the gifts were 
dead on. The gifts aren’t just like someone saying, 
‘I’m gonna run into Wal-Mart and buy something 
for somebody.’ With the gifts each of us got from 


continued on page 6


Darlene Flint [left] and Heather Gowe with Marianne Marsh, 
administrative manager of the English Department


"We	are	a	team	here	that	


gives	off	an	impression	


that	this	is	a	community.	


Because	we	are	a	


community	in	and	of	


ourselves."
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the person we had in the exchange, you could tell, 
‘The person knows me.’ And that was like my big-
gest impression. I’ve worked in a lot of different 
places, and that’s not always the case.”
Marianne then read and commented on some ques-
tions asked of applicants for new staff positions: 
“How do you feel about the academic/staff divide? 
Sometimes academics act like we’re low-class and 
that they’re smarter than we are. Most of them 
don’t, but it does happen. Do you have opportunities 
in your current or past environments to get goofy? It’s 
important in our work environment that we mix seri-
ous work with laughter and lightness. It’s totally true. 
What’s your comfort level with a grad student who 
comes in in tears? What kinds of things at work make 
you grumpy or irritated? What would you do if your 
co-worker came and complained to you about another 
co-worker?” 
How did Michele answer the last one, Jen wanted 
to know.
“I probably said I would listen to it, and tell them 
to go talk to the person themselves.”
“Ding! Ding! Ding!” said Heather, imitating the 
“right answer” sound on a quiz show.


The last question for the job interview was, “We 
want to get to know you a little bit in real life.  
Do you have any hobbies?” 
“Quilting!” said Michele, to laughter.
“Some of us do it, but it’s not exactly a require-
ment,” Marianne explained dryly.
“There were only a couple of us quilters when 
Michele was hired,” said Darlene, whose lovely 
work occasionally graces the partition in front of 
her desk. “Now there’s a wannabe, and one that 
does it sometimes.”
But quilting is not the only secret hobby in the 
office. Robin said hers is chasing after her chil-
dren: “I’m working full-time and then going home 
and trying to do all that. The older ones tell you, 
‘We’re going here tonight and here tonight, both 
at the same time, and then tomorrow night we’re 
going in thirty-nine different directions.’” 
Darlene, in fact, is the only staff member currently 
without young children, and so she willingly sub-
stitutes for others—for which she has been nick-
named “the doormat.”
“Vicky’s secret hobby is exercise,” Marianne put 
in. “I hear she does it seven days a week. So she 


doesn’t have to feel guilty for putting her feet up 
and watching the Yankees game!”
It was apparently Darlene who discovered that 
Jonathan Culler, the acting chair, also has a secret 
hobby. “I told him about the demo derby at the 
Whitney Point fair. He was hooked on it. I’m from 
sort of a blue-collar background, and when I first 
came to Cornell, it was interesting to figure out 
that these people with PhDs are actually like the 
rest of the world. I even met a faculty member who 
loved wrestling.” 
When the conversation was nearly finished, 
Marianne revised her choice of favorite aspect of 
her job: “It’s the fact that we laugh so much. I saw 
a really sad factoid the other day, that adults laugh 
5 times a day and kids laugh 120 times a day. 
That’s not true about us.”
We have to,” said Heather. “We have to laugh.”


"A	Whale-Oiled	Machine" continued from page 5


Anne-Lise Francois joined 
the English Department 
this year as a visiting associ-
ate professor from Berkeley 
and is now, to our good 
fortune, a regular member 
of the faculty. A Yale gradu-
ate, she received the PhD 
degree from Princeton in 
1999, when she also won the 
Clauss Memorial Prize for 
Dissertation in Comparative 


Literature. She specializes in Romantic literature, 
with interests in aesthetic and critical theory, 
the psychological novel, and ecocriticism. Her 
book Open Secrets: The Literature of Uncounted 
Experience (forthcoming from Stanford University 
Press) is a set of subtle, challenging, elegantly writ-
ten and conceived essays on Austen, Wordsworth, 
and others, about the value of quiet, or as her 
subtitle puts it, “uncounted,” moments in human 
experience as opposed to the sublime or dramatic 
revelations for which Romantic writers are so well 
known. She also writes on contemporary literature 
and culture. Her essay “Fashion as Compulsive 
Artifice” appeared in 2000 in the anthology  


The Seventies: The Age of Glitter in Popular Culture. 
Her most recent essay, “‘O Happy Living Things’: 
Frankenfoods and the Bounds of Wordsworthian 
Natural Piety” (forthcoming in Diacritics), is a con-
summate example of her approach to ecocriticism.


Samantha Zacher, 
assistant professor 
of English, came to 
Cornell after teach-
ing for two years 
at Vassar, her alma 
mater. She graduated 
in 1995 and received 
the PhD degree in 
English from the 
University of Toronto 
in 2003. She teaches 
Old English literature, 


with a special interest in prose homilies and the 
tradition of Old English Biblical commentary; her 
many general interests include Middle English,  
the history of the English language, manuscript 
studies, rhetoric, and the study of orality and 
writing. She has co-edited, with Andy Orchard, 
the collection New Readings on the Vercelli Book 


(forthcoming from Toronto), and her monograph 
The Style and Rhetoric of the Vercelli Homilies will 
appear in the Toronto Old English Series. In her 
writing she combines scholarly rigor with a clear 
ability to convey the literary and emotional power 
of any text she reads. Her work on the Old English  
sermons of the Vercelli manuscript—neglected 
until quite recent times—is lively and accessible  
to non-specialists. Her interest in rhetoric extends 
to careful thinking about teaching and classroom 
dynamics. In 2001 she won an Outstanding 
Teaching Award from Toronto.


NEW	FACULtY


Members
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Helen
“the	most	fascinating	thing	about	Helen	was	
her	story.	It	was	far	better	than	she	was.”


Robert E. Bell, Women of Classical 
Mythology: A Biographical Dictionary


This is what I know about me:
on sunny days I fall in love 
with my own shadow,
her bouncy gait, the way
she stretches off from me
at that sexy forty-five-degree angle.
She exposes the way that someone real
can disappear in broad day-
light. Ecliptic, she moves,
all form, no features,
seductive paraphrase,
isogloss of woman
projected against concrete.
Some days I search the mirror
hungry for her flatness,
her unfilled edges.
I turn on all the lights,
position the medicine
cabinets to surround yourself
in fifteen-layered reflection.
Sometimes I spot her:
the ninth me on the left;
the head that turned too slow,
the periphery out of sync
with those other pleading-
eyed clones. She scrutinizes
me until I push her into
the chimera of myself
with the magnetized doors,
look away from myself in
her exasperated stare—
“Girl, you’re looking
right through me”—
The words behind her
wide black eyes.
	
tHE	END	OF	PRAISE


In the consuming dark 
we cannot tell ourselves from 
ghosts—we are skinless voices.
In concert we sound the richest 
black vein through 
each other. A disconcerting
chord, a thick fat rising 
Hendrix haunted his guitar for— 
the end of praise. The wheeze
of wind through silk distortion’s 
a screaming eagle’s memory 
of. Midnight flares
from the dark’s moored barges— 
we locate ourselves hurting 
for longitude we sink
the knife in powder 
of sympathy and listen 
to the dogs as they howl.


The Star continued from page 3


Big Dipper in the sky. And here Harriet Tubman 
was following the North Star to freedom, and it 
was life and death to her. I don’t know if you know, 
she had narcolepsy as the result of an injury. So in 
the poem I say she “found it more than possible to 
sleep.” At the same time there’s “the pistol shoved 
deep into your pocket/along this route.” That kind 
of determination. There were only two choices for 
her: Either you were going to be free, or you were 
going to die. I use a refrain by Rilke; it’s from the 
first of the Duino Elegies: “Yes, the springtime 
needed you. Many a star was waiting for your eyes 
only.”
P. Rilke is presumably speaking of the human  
contribution to our idea of nature “out there,”  
such that spring “needs” us to give it existence as 
much as we need the spring. I love how you re- 
contextualize Rilke’s line in relation to an escaped 
slave who gives the star its meaning of freedom. I 
assume that for you, the poet, there’s still the north 
and the star and blackness and Harriet Tubman—
presumably fixed points with variable meanings? 
It’s in the last stanza that you mention the prison 
specifically. 
L. Yes. It goes:


At the prison at Auburn I cross the yard. 
Inmates whet tongues against
my body, cement sculpted, poised for hate, 
pitch compliments
like coins—(wade)—their silver  
slickening—(in the water)—


uncollected change. A guard asks Think 
they’re beautiful? Just wait til they’re out here 
stabbing each other. Oh, Harriet, the stars
throw down shanks, teach the sonnet’s  
a cell, now try to escape.


For slaves, wading through water was a safety mea-
sure. In the stanza, in the tune that runs through 
my head, there’s the idea of eliminating any trace 
of yourself so dogs would lose your scent. Black 
Swan talked about invisibility, and when you cross 
the yard at Auburn, you’re very, very visible. But 
also invisible in some of the ways I talk about in 
Black Swan. The men are looking at you but as a 
sexual object. I don’t know why this made me 
think of being a fountain in the middle of the  
prison—you know how you pitch coins in a foun-
tain to make wishes.
P. I remember the yard well, and Tubman’s little 
white house along the road. And always the irony 
that as you drive past Tubman’s house, for whom 
the North meant freedom for blacks, you arrive at 
a place in the North where blacks are in prison.
L. Part of writing this poem comes from the fact 
that my house in Ithaca is on a corner downtown, 
just across from the projects. Looking down from 
my study window are the projects, and looking up, 
is the university. So that high/low distinction is 
played out visually for me every day, as I write.  
I’m so against high/low distinctions, I’d like to  
dismantle them as much as possible.
P. If poetry can help do that, then maybe poetry 
makes things happen after all.
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Letter from the Chair


It has been an honor to serve once again as chair 
of the English Department, but I am delighted  
to report that Molly Hite has agreed to serve a 
regular three-year term, beginning in August 
2007. Molly, a specialist in twentieth-century 
British and American literature, has taught at 


Cornell since 1982 and has won the Russell Distinguished Teaching Award, 
as well as NEH and ACLS fellowships. This past year she inaugurated a new 
course, The Great Cornell American Novel, which proved very popular and 
which we hope will become a staple of the curriculum.
Next year will be a year of transition for the English Department in other 
respects as well. As reported elsewhere in this newsletter, we lost two long- 
time colleagues this year: Joel Porte and Scott McMillin. In addition, the  
novelist Lamar Herrin has retired, and Hortense Spillers, the Whiton  
Professor of English and a distinguished scholar of African American litera-
ture, has decided to move to Vanderbilt University, where she can be near  
her ninety-year-old mother. All of these colleagues will be greatly missed.
We have a record number of five new assistant professors joining us this fall:  
J. Robert Lennon has published four novels, including Mailman, the black 
comedy of an Ithaca postman, and his latest work, Happyland, is the first  
novel to be serialized in Harper’s in fifty years. Philip Lorenz, who works on 
drama, literary theory, and Renaissance literature, comes to us from NYU and 
the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee. Ernesto Quinonez is a novelist whose 
Bodega Dreams and Chango’s Fire, remarkable stories of Spanish Harlem, have 
been highly praised. Carin Ruff, a medievalist who works on medieval Latin 
and the history of English, joins us from John Carroll University. Dagmawi 
Woubshet, a specialist in African and African American literature, is complet-
ing his PhD degree at Harvard. All in all, we will have ten assistant professors 
in the English Department next year, the largest number in the thirty years I 
have been here. 
In this past year the English Department has been extremely fortunate in 
attracting the support of friends and donors for a wide variety of projects that 
could not be accomplished with the budget provided by the College of Arts 
and Sciences. I want to mention here donors who this year have been espe-
cially generous. A gift from Joseph Martino provides funding to enhance the 
experience of students in our English literature survey course, English 201-202 
next year, especially by making available recordings of poems studied so that 
students can listen to assignments on their iPods. Philip Reilly, a great admirer 
of Vladimir Nabokov, provided funding to transform the space outside the 
English Department office into the Pale Fire Lounge, with comfortable seating 
and a display of Nabokov memorabilia. This is already a very popular space 


for relaxing between classes, informal meetings, and studying. David Picket 
has established an endowment to help provide summer support for second-year 
MFA students while they complete their manuscripts for the degree. Wendy 
Gellman has made a generous contribution to the chair’s discretionary fund, 
which we use for special needs. Gifts from Dorothy Klopf and Cynthia Cohen 
support this newsletter and other important department activities. Jared Curtis 
and Anne Saddlemayer have contributed to the fund for the Cornell Yeats 
Edition. Richard Williamson made a gift in support of creative writing, and 
Frederick Parkin has continued his generous funding for the James McConkey 
Reading series. 
M. H. Abrams, the Class of 1916 Professor Emeritus, and the most distin-
guished scholar in the history of the English Department, has generously 
endowed the prize for the best undergraduate honors thesis, to be known as 
the M. H. Abrams Prize. Presenting this prize for the first time at graduation 
this year, Mike Abrams told the assembled parents and graduates that it was 
winning such a prize in 1934, when he was an undergraduate at Harvard, that 
led him to enter the academic profession. (He had planned to be a lawyer, but 
during the Depression, lawyers were going hungry, and he decided he might as 
well starve doing something he enjoyed.) He reported that he had not planned 
to leave Harvard but in 1945 came to Cornell for a visit when offered a job, 
and fell in love with the place. When he phoned his wife to say, “Ruthie, we’re 
moving to Ithaca,” she replied, “Where’s Ithaca?” but she too came to love the 
place, and they have stayed for 61 years. Mike is 94 but still an active scholar, 
and last year he brought out a new edition of his Glossary of Literary Terms. 
Mike will be even more substantially honored by the establishment of the  
M. H. Abrams Distinguished Visiting Professorship, a gift of Stephen Weiss, 
former chair of the Board of Trustees and a longtime friend. 
Finally, anonymous donors are providing us with a very munificent gift for  
the Creative Writing Program, to support for five years a reading series that 
will bring famous and interesting writers to campus to interact with under-
graduates and graduate students, and provide funding for visiting writers to 
spend a semester here teaching creative writing and working with students  
on a longer-term basis. 
We are extremely grateful to all these friends and generous donors, who make 
possible activities that our regular budgets do not allow. With substantial new 
funding for the Creative Writing Program and with a host of energetic young 
faculty members, not to mention a new chair, the English Department is 
poised for a very successful year. 


Jonathan Culler


Faculty	NOtES


continued on next page


M
Members of the faculty continue to publish 
widely in all fields. Jami Carlacio’s The Fiction 
of Toni Morrison: Teaching and Writing on Race, 
Culture, and Identity is under contract with the 
National Council of Teachers of English. Eric 
Cheyfitz edited The Columbia Guide to American 
Indian Literatures of the United States since 1945. 
Jonathan Culler’s The Literary in Theory, a col-
lection of essays on literary theory, was published 
this year by Stanford University Press. He is also 
editor of the four-volume Structuralism: Critical 


Concepts (Routledge, 2006). Liz DeLoughrey’s 
Caribbean Literature and the Environment: 
Between Nature and Culture, co-edited with 
George Handley and Renée Gosson, appeared 
last year from the University Press of Virginia. 
Her book Routes and Roots: Navigating Caribbean 
and Pacific Island Literatures is forthcoming from 
the University of Hawai’i Press. Andy Galloway 
is the author of the first volume of The Penn 
Commentary on Piers Plowman, Volume One: C 
Prologue-Passus 4; B Prologue-Passus 4; A Prologue-


Passus 4 (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006). 
His book Medieval Literature and Culture is forth-
coming from Continuum Press (London). He 
also chairs the Editorial Board of The Yearbook 
of Langland Studies. Carol Kaske has edited and 
introduced a new edition of Spenser’s The Faerie 
Queene Book One, published this year by Hackett 
Publishing.
Epoch magazine, under the general editorship of 
Michael Koch, has received four O. Henry 
Awards for fiction published in Volume 53. The 
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Joel porte 1933–2006
Norman Podhoretz remarked that “one of the  
longest journeys in the world is the one from 
Brooklyn to Manhattan,” though one might  
imagine the journey from Brooklyn to Cambridge 
to be even longer. According to Joel Porte’s retire-
ment notice in this newsletter two years ago, he 
“seemed to intuit that his skill and interest in the 
nuances of language would be his ticket out of 
Brooklyn.” After graduating from City College  
in 1957, where he won a prize in Greek and  
graduated Phi Beta Kappa, he spent thirty years  
at Harvard, completing his PhD degree there in  
1962 before joining its professorial faculty. Most 
atypically for that institution, he was promoted  
to a full professorship when he was only thirty-six, 
and in 1982 was named the Bernbaum Professor  
of Literature. During those years, he established 
himself as one of the country’s leading scholars of 
nineteenth-century American literature. A prolific 
essayist and lecturer, Porte also wrote on topics 
ranging from the Puritans to the philosophy of 
George Santayana to the poetry of Wallace Stevens. 
In all, he wrote or edited twelve books, including 
Emerson and Thoreau: Transcendentalists in Conflict; 
The Romance in America: Studies in Cooper, Poe, 
Hawthorne, Melville and James; and Representative 
Man: Ralph Waldo Emerson in His Time. Earlier 
this year, he received the national Emerson 
Society’s Distinguished Achievement Award, its 
highest honor.
His teaching at Cornell included courses on the 
American Renaissance, the Harlem Renaissance, 
Jewish American writing, and a seminar at the 
Society for the Humanities on cereal boxes, which 
explored the connections between food and reli-
gion, sexuality, politics, health, advertising, and 
aesthetics. A slide show based on the readings in 
the course became part of a lecture he delivered 
around the country.
In 1994 Joel retired from Cornell as the Ernest I. 
White Professor of American Studies and Humane 
Letters Emeritus. He became ill soon after, but in 
the midst of a difficult struggle, he continued to 
observe and enjoy. This spring he was able to man-
age, with his wife, Helene, a final trip to Rome.  
He died on June 1. 
The following tribute, paid to him by Laura Brown 
on the occasion of his retirement, serves as an 
eloquent reminder of what Joel Porte meant to the 
intellectual life of Cornell: 


“We felt extremely fortunate when we were able to 
persuade Joel to come to Cornell from Harvard in 
1987. But there was an additional reason, beyond 
the mere question of eminence, that made this a 
crucial appointment for us. This department has 
prided itself on its willingness to change, but it also 
has resisted the temptation to trash its own heri-
tage. As a result, though our department has often 
been seen as a ‘happening’ place, it has almost 


entirely avoided 
the hostilities 
that plagued 
many literature 
programs in 
the eighties and 
nineties. This is 
much more than 
a question of tone 
or collegiality, 
however. For we 
all know that 
today’s young 
Turks are tomorrow’s gray eminences. A large 
department that bets the farm on a single approach 
or subject is unlikely to be in the business of agri-
culture for long. 
“And this is the second reason why Joel’s arrival  
at Cornell made so much of a difference. In 1987, 
we were relatively thin at the senior level in 
American literature. We needed an anchor person 
in the area. Joel provided that and more. For 
undergraduates, in addition to his normal course 
offerings, he chaired the highly successful Arts 
College program in American Studies from 1989  
to 1998. And he served on the special committees 
of a large number of students, including many non-
specialists who through wisdom or luck realized 
the importance of working with someone who 
would treat their work with a combination of  
capacious generosity and a skeptical eye. With one 
of these (now former) students, Saundra Morris,  
he went on to co-edit two volumes devoted to 
Emerson. Their Emerson’s Prose and Poetry: A 
Norton Critical Edition (2001) was adopted by the 
French Ministry of Education as a required text  
for the Agrégation, a national competitive exam for 
aspiring college teachers. This sort of collaboration 
is the norm in the sciences, even after the student 
completes the degree. It is of course extremely rare 
in our field and testifies to the rare fusion of  
education and research in Joel’s career. 
“This only begins to hint at the kind of presence 
Joel has been here. For he has brought to each of 
his endeavors not just his intellect and learning, 
but also a congeniality, humor, decency, and grace 
that are not easily quantified. Such traits are espe-
cially important at a place like Cornell and in a 
program like ours. Partly because of our location, 
we need to function as a community of scholars 
in the full sense of ‘community.’ In the absence of 
New York, Boston, Chicago, San Francisco, or Los 
Angeles, the culture we help create, preserve, and 
transform is a large component of what we have to 
offer to our students and to ourselves. 
“And so, Joel, though for decades before coming to 
Cornell you did great work at a great university,  
we honor you today above all as a great Cornell 
professor. Thank you and congratulations.”
A memorial service for Joel will be held at Cornell 
in September. 


Faculty	NOtES
continued from page 8


stories reappear in The O. Henry Prize Stories  
2006 (Anchor). Alison Lurie’s most recent novel, 
Truth and Consequences, was published last year  
by Viking (New York) and Chatto and Windus 
(London). Dan McCall has completed a screenplay 
of his novel Triphammer, with Ed Zuckerman 
(Cornell ’69) and Christian Gallagher (Cornell 
’92). Ken McClane’s new book of essays is in press. 
Satya Mohanty has introduced and co-translated 
Six Acres and a Third. The Classic Nineteenth-
Century Novel About Colonial India, by Fakir 
Mohan Senapati (University of California Press, 
2005). He has also co-edited Identity Politics 
Reconsidered with Linda Martín Alcoff, Michael 
Hames-García, and Paula Moya (Palgrave-
Macmillan, 2006). Tim Murray’s Digital Baroque: 
Temporal Folds and the Memory of Cinema is forth-
coming from the University of Minnesota Press. 
Volumes 23 and 24 of The Cornell Yeats (The 
King’s Threshold, edited by Declan Kiely, and 
Diarmuid and Grania, edited by J. C. C. Mays) 
appeared this year under the general editorship  
of Stephen Parrish. Shirley Samuels is editor of 
Volume 2 of the Thomson Anthology of American 
Literature (1800–1865), forthcoming in 2007.  
Dan Schwarz’s Reading the Modern British and 
Irish Novel: 1890–1930 appeared last year from 
Blackwell, in hard cover and paper. He is also  
general editor of that seven-volume series. Helena 
Viramontes’s new novel Their Dogs Came With 
Them is forthcoming from Atrias/Simon & 
Schuster in 2007.
This year Andy Galloway was a winner of the 
Robert A. and Donna B. Paul Award for Excellence 
in Advising, conferred by the College of Arts and 
Sciences at Cornell. Two members of the English 
Department received honorary degrees from other 
institutions. In May Robert Morgan received an 
honorary doctorate of letters from the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and in June Alison 
Lurie received an honorary doctorate from Oxford.
Laura Donaldson is chair and co-founder of  
The Bible in Racial, Ethnic and Indigenous 
Communities Group of the American Academy of 
Religion. Tim Murray is curator of the Rose 
Goldsen Archive of New Media Art, Division of 
Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell 
University Library. Harry Shaw is senior associate 
dean, College of Arts and Sciences. Jonathan 
Culler continues as a member of the Board of 
Directors, American Council of Learned Societies, 
and of the National Advisory Council of the 
Woodrow Wilson Foundation. In May he was 
elected to the American Philosophical Society.
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For twenty-five years Lydia Fakundiny, senior lecturer 
in English, was a mainstay in the teaching of writing 
at Cornell. Her student evaluations—long a legend in 
the English Department—attested to a teacher who was 
both rigorous and inspiring. She won the College of Arts 
and Sciences’ Clark Award for Distinguished Teaching 
as well as the Paul Award for Excellence in Advising, 
and was cited by several Merrill Presidential Scholars 
as their “most influential professor at Cornell.” She also 
trained a generation of TAs through her exacting and 
sympathetic leadership. In her early incarnation as a 
medievalist, she wrote “The Art of Old English Verse 


Composition” (RES, May & Aug. 1970); as an innovative teacher of creative 
nonfiction, she edited The Art of the Essay (1991). This year, Lydia passed two 
milestones: she retired from the English Department, and, with Joyce Elbrecht, 
she published Hearing, the second of their two novels written under the  
collaborative persona “Jael B. Juba.” (Joyce is a retired Ithaca College professor 
of philosophy.)
In Paul Sawyer’s recent conversation with Lydia about her work as a teacher 
and a writer, Joyce, not surprisingly, entered in as collaborator. The talk  
flowed from questions about collaborative writing—two people creating a single 
text—to issues of teaching. 
Paul: What happens in joint authorship to markers of an individual’s style, 
each writer’s uniqueness, or what so often gets called “voice”?
Joyce: Struggles over who owns what voice have never been 
a problem in our collaboration. Isn’t voice the grunts and 
sighs, the growls and laughter of mental movement, the 
stops and starts and turns made by a writer in intimacy with 
her audience? Voice comes with the audience’s territory.
Lydia: That way of talking, Paul, which assumes the priority 
of voice in writing, has become entrenched and naturalized 
to the point where much of what we think of as “creative”—
and self-creative—gets closed off in the writing process. In 
English 388 (The Art of the Essay), I “queered” the dubious concept of 
“finding one’s own voice” by, among other things, using imitation exer-
cises. The point was to open up new rhetorical spaces, to discover how  
one comes to exist in a discourse, the person one might become.


Joyce: As a teacher I never had  
a problem with voice—you have 
an audience in a class. And in 
writing our novels, we’ve never 
needed to ask who the audience 
is; for me, the moot answer is 
“Lydia.”
Lydia: Our collaboration works 
to the extent that each of us is 
so attuned to the other’s writing, 
she gets hold of where it’s headed 
and how to take it there—and 
a bit farther. We become each 
other’s ideal reader, and that’s 
how the writing builds. 
Paul: Writing as reading, in 
other words.
Lydia: Yes. What our collabora-
tion taught me was the centrality 
of reading. Attunement to text 
means engaging with its desire, 


Lydia	Fakundiny:	A	Collaborative	Life


where it “wants” to go. What might this become? Who’s trying to speak here? 
What form does it want to take?
Paul: And this approach translated into your teaching? How?
Lydia: For some time, I wasn’t aware how deeply my pedagogy was inspired 
and shaped by collaboration, even when I recognized that teaching students 
how to read one another’s writing had to come first. They thought that  
critiquing a classmate’s work meant saying things like “This doesn’t work for 
me” or “I’d like it better if you did X”—comments that say a lot about what 
the reader feels and prefers but are useless to the author (and possibly a danger-
ous distraction from her own ends as a writer). The critic has to start by asking 
things like: What essay is this writer trying to make?—meaning, for a reader: 
What does this text, this gathering of words, want to be? And only afterwards: 
Where and how does it let me down? Sympathetic engagement has to come 
first if your critique’s to have any practical value.
Paul: So any writing course is, therefore, at the same time a course in close 
reading.
Lydia: A good reader submits to the will of the text, however incompletely 
realized. I like Helen Vendler’s definition of close reading: “reading from the 
point of view of the writer, from within the text.”
Paul: Described in that way, your classes begin to sound like your own  
collaboration as a novelist.
Lydia: Students tend to write under a kind of ceiling, as if they’re supposed to 
write some certain way to remain true to themselves, not strive for how “real” 
writers write—that wouldn’t be authentic somehow. The imitation exercises in 
388 pushed them to the discovery that there are no ceiling and no walls, that 
it’s possible for them to express all manner of things they couldn’t have said in 
their “own” voices. They encounter their own complexity as subjects.
Paul: The terms seem to have shifted here from “I” and “writer” to “writing” 
and “text.”


Lydia: Yes. Writing moves you into the ambit of language as a whole, into  
history, the experiential constructs of a culture. But you have to first feel  
permission to be released into that vastness, some kind of imperative to do it, 
to take its bearings; you can’t be stuck on your habitual ways of saying things, 
on your “own personal voice.”
Paul: But you don’t simply leave the personal behind, do you?
Lydia: The “personal” in writing becomes itself a multidimensional process of 
change. One of the things writing is all about is constructing a being for your-
self out of the symbolic material of language, a place to inhabit in the fluid 
medium of prose.
Joyce: The name Lydia and I’ve given to the “personal” place we share in our 
collaboration is “Jael B. Juba.”
Lydia: And this thing—this process, rather—we call “I” is always in the  
making. Language is an infinitely rich and precise cultural medium for self-
fashioning, the modeling we do for others. 
Joyce: Free to go from pen to pen, so to speak.
Lydia: Or to rest silently.
Paul: It seems that, in the broadest sense of the term as we’ve been using it, 
life, too, is collaboration.
Joyce: I get the last word! I get the last word!
Paul: You do?
Joyce: I speak in the imperative mood: Read our novels.
Lydia: And then, dear readers, write your imitations.


According to Stuart Davis: “This comedy of lost causes fortuitously recovered, peoples 
joined, and houses fallen and passionately recovered poses a challenge to the South’s famil-
iar story of patriarchy lamed in its descendants by blood guilt and racial conflict. Hearing is 
a book about terror and ruin that is, curiously, never far from festival at any point.”


See more at www.wisc.edu/wisconsinpress/Presskits/ElbrechtFakundiny_Hearing.html.


RetiringFaculty	
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Scott McMillin, a member of the Cornell English 
Department since 1964, died suddenly in March. 
A graduate of Princeton with a PhD degree from 
Stanford, he became an authority on the texts and 
early performances of Shakespeare’s plays, with a  
special interest in American musical theater. His book 
The Queen’s Men and Their Plays (1998), written 
with Sally-Beth MacLean, won the Sohmer-Hall 
Prize for best work in early theater history. At his 
death he left a book on the texts of the First Folio and 
The Musical as Drama (just published by Princeton 
University Press). In 1972 he won the Clark Award 
for Distinguished Teaching. A passionate believer 
in social justice, he was for many years a director of 
the Harlem Literacy Project and a faculty fellow in 
Ujamaa, a residential program house at Cornell. 
In the words of Stuart Davis, “There was no more 
rigorous scholar or kinder or more committed man” 
(Cornell Daily Sun, March 31, 2006). The follow-
ing tribute was presented by Reeve Parker at Scott’s 
memorial service at Sage Chapel in May. 
Scott had a way of working in his office, in the 
busiest part of the second floor of Goldwin Smith 
across the hall from the English Department 
administrative offices. His door was usually 
somewhat ajar. In recent years I came to feel that 
door said come on in—and often I did, usually 
to find him at work at his desk but welcoming a 
brief visit. The paradox was that he got so much 
done in that office, when he was at the peak of his 


career. When I came back yesterday, I found the 
door shut.
There’s such a lot to like in Scott’s prose. He could 
make music with the dry as dust. Confronted with 
“the thousands of tiny differences in punctuation” 
between the First Quarto and the Folio edition 
of Othello, he begins by conceding that “many of 
the tiny variations do not matter in themselves,” 
but then goes on to say, “but in their accumula-
tion they demand an explanation for their number 
and smallness, a theory of their punctiliousness.” 
Like a master chef, he makes appetizers out of 
trifles. Here’s a sentence later on from his book 
on the First Quarto: “Finding, on the contrary, 
the Quarto 1 punctuation to be full of interest 
and more systematic than is assumed, I propose 
to advance upon the textual problem by way of 
the comma, the semi-colon, the colon and—best 
of all—the period.” It’s that phrase—“best of 
all”—set off by dashes that makes way for “the 
period.” And the word “period” is followed by the 
punctuation period. 
I knew Scott in a number of places and contexts. 
They can all be pretty much summed up in one 
word: Theater. Sometimes the theater was large, 
like the National in London or [Bailey Hall] at 
Cornell—and sometimes it was tiny, like the 
downtown Kitchen Theater, or in the sixties and 
seventies the basement theater in Lincoln Hall, 
or Risley, or—most memorably to me—the tiny 
Bush Theatre upstairs at Shepherd’s Bush London 
where in January 1993 we walked to see an actress 
named Kelly Hunter play a psychiatric patient 
with 95% of the lines, who sang and danced in 
front of her analyst—in a play with a Rolling 
Stones title: Not Fade Away. (A love song I always 
thought of as a rejoinder to General MacArthur, 
that World War Two hero, who presided over 
returning Japan to sustained civility and who  
said “Old Soldiers never die, they just fade away.”) 
On the long walk back afterwards, Scott encour-
aged me in my hunch to invite [Kelly Hunter] 
to play the lead, Beatrice Cenci, in a production 
of Percy Shelley’s tragedy The Cenci at Queens 
College in Cambridge later that spring. You had  
to walk with Scott.
Going to the theater with Scott and his wife, Sally, 
was something I really looked forward to. There 
was a routine—“Let’s meet for a quick supper” 
near the theater then walk to the show—and they 
always knew where to eat. I soon learned that 
meeting them on a corner in Soho near Piccadilly 


Circus on a Saturday evening when the place 
was full of Londoners and tourists was dead easy 
because Scott was so tall he stood out and walked 
along with such relaxed readiness.
And some of the theaters we went to were illegiti-
mate—or so some people in authority thought. 
And impromptu: Like Barton Hall in the Spring 
of ’69 when Scott and I found ourselves as it were 
on stage as members of an impromptu company 
—hardly the Queen’s Men—called—get this— 
the Committee of Concerned Faculty, planning 
to encircle Willard Straight Hall or any build-
ing peaceably occupied by students to avert what 
might otherwise be bloodshed. (As bit players in 
that company we found out later that we were 
known to some of our betters as the “hotheads.”) 
Another such scene was the faculty Shantytown 
on the hillside in front of the A. D. White House 
during the South African divestment protest in  
the eighties.
And most recently there was Redbud Woods. A 
vivid image lingers in my mind. Among those tall 
trees there was Scott standing with a handful of 
students, faculty, and townspeople, listening to the 
president explaining WHOSE WOODS THESE 
WERE. . . . The look on Scott’s face—he had for 
years walked past those woods on his way to teach 
and write—WITH MILES TO GO BEFORE HE 
SLEPT—his face was an icon of sustainability.
And he played the piano. Music for him was 
drama. One of my last glimpses of Scott at the 
keyboard was at the memorial for Alton Heinz  
at the Mermins’ house. Heinz was a legendary 
teacher to whom Scott brought his fascination 
with the drama of twentieth-century musicals. 
Most people there spoke, but Scott was one of the 
few who performed, crouched over the keyboard, 
playing tribute with his hands. Hands that loved 
books, packing or unpacking and shelving them  
at the Friends of the Library—or in his office or  
at home that last evening, book in hand, reading.
Four loving words end what I have to say about 
Scott: NOT FADE AWAY . . . PERIOD.


scott mcmillin 1934–2006
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What would any-
one say, in an age 
of sophisticated 
irony in literature 
and seemingly 
permanent dis-
illusionment in 
politics, to the 
story of a young 
American who 
falls in love with 
Spain and a 
beautiful woman 
on his first trip 
abroad—and 


then marries her? Add to this that the young man 
has chiseled good looks and insurable cheekbones 
and arrives fresh from a career in Hollywood. The 
only thing less likely is that this daydream would 
be followed by thirty years of a happy family life, 
a career in writing, and now an enchanting mem-
oir of those early, permanent loves—for both the 
country and the wife—entitled Romancing Spain 
(Unbridled Books, 2006). 
In other words, though Lamar Herrin  casts  
himself as Quixote to his wife’s Sancho in the 


memoir, his life since that memorable trip  
shows he has been a dreamer of possible dreams. 
The Hollywood career came to naught but the  
loss to film was a gain to Cornell and the world  
of letters. (Fortunately, a video treasury of Lamar’s 
best acting bits, featuring heroic pilots and gun-
fighters, was shown at his retirement party this 
spring and survives in the possession of the  
English Department.) In his twenty-nine years 
here, the MFA program in writing became one  
of the finest in the nation, a development  
unthinkable without his tireless devotion—his 
dedicated work with young writers, his clear- 
sighted leadership as program administrator, and 
his unfailing generosity to his colleagues, both 
scholars and writers. His essay for last year’s  
newsletter—with its vision of scholarship  
enhancing writers, and writers enlivening the 
whole experience of the university—typifies  
his profound sense of Cornell as a community. 
In addition to stories in The New Yorker, Paris 
Review, and Epoch, Lamar has written five novels: 
The Rio Loja Ringmaster, American Baroque,  
The Unwritten Chronicles of Robert E. Lee, The  
Lies Boys Tell, and The House of the Deaf. In each 
book Lamar shows himself to be a sharp-sighted 


observer of human tragedy as well as human joy. 
The last novel, a companion-piece of sorts to 
Romancing Spain, balances the real-life idyll with 
a grimmer, fictional journey to the same country. 
(The title refers to Goya, whose great painting 
depicting two larger-than-life-sized peasants  
cudgeling each other, desperately and eternally, 
haunts the story of a father’s search for the truth 
about a daughter blown apart in Madrid by  
terrorists.) 
The dedication of Romancing Spain, in which the 
author thanks his wife, Amparo, for “giving me 
this love story to write,” and the dedication of The 
House of the Deaf to his children (“To Rafael and 
Delia, who have exceeded all my expectations”) 
are as typical of Lamar as anything he has written. 
They remind us that good dreams can change the 
world, empower others, and return to bless the 
dreamer. Though he will be long missed, his num-
berless friends, colleagues, and students wish for 
him and Amparo a retirement that, like so much 
else in his career, will exceed all expectations.


—Paul Sawyer


Cornell University
English at Cornell
250 Goldwin Smith Hall
Ithaca, New York 14853-3201


Retiring:	Lamar	Herrin
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Dan Schwarz, the Frederic J. Whiton Professor of English and Stephen 
H. Weiss Presidential Fellow, came to Cornell as an assistant professor in 
1968.


JRL: In your more than four decades at Cornell, you have studied ev-
ery conceivable subject that a scholar in your field might consider, and 
written about them in every imaginable form: modernist literature and 
narrative theory and practice, the Holocaust, New York, and American 
culture. What can you say about your broad range of interests? 


DRS: I think my ruling passion is curiosity and the desire to know. I 
have worked on a range of projects, following my interests, but always 
motivated by the desire to share what I have learned. In my writing 
and teaching, I live by two contradictory mantras: “Always the text;  
Always historicize.” I try to balance the two, all the while knowing 
some texts require more of one or more of the other.


JRL: You have described your critical approach as “humanistic,” a term 
found in the titles of two of your books, The Humanistic Heritage: 
Critical Theories of the English Novel from James to Hillis Miller (1986) 
and The Case for a Humanistic Poetics (1991). Here’s a quote from you 
on this subject: “Our role as humanists is to focus attention on what is 
special and distinct in the human enterprise . . . as a literature professor 
my focus is on creativity, and as a cultural historian my focus is on the 
historical and social contexts in which humans function.” Can you talk 
a bit about your work in the context of this idea?


DRS: I have stressed that books are by humans, about humans, and for 
humans and that when reading, we respond to a human voice. Recent 
work in cognitive studies supports my bedrock belief that humans are 
defined in part by an urge for narratives that give shape and form to 
their experience.


JRL: Your recent book In Defense of Reading is a spirited manifesto 
celebrating the life of the mind. What initially made you think that 
reading required defending, and what did you learn while defending it?


DRS: In our visual and digital culture where the emphasis is on gather-
ing information rapidly and communicating in text messages, serious, 
engaged reading of complex, sophisticated imaginative literature— 
particularly novels of considerable length—is in jeopardy. In Defense of 
Reading is an argument for why and how we read and why some of us 
have chosen to be readers and writers.


In the first chapters, I discuss the value of reading: (1) We identify 
with the narrative voice or we distance ourselves from that voice, be it 
a first-person speaker or an omniscient narrator; (2) In much the same 
way, we identify with or distance characters; (3) Reading imagina-
tive literature enhances our life experience by taking us into imagined 
worlds; (4) Reading imagined work increases our political and moral 
awareness; (5) Imagined works complement and often deepen our 
historical knowledge; paradoxically, this may happen even when the 
facts are not exactly accurate if the text speaks to the warp and woof of 
lived life at a particular time; (6) Imaginative literature is an important 
part of the history of ideas and enacts important philosophical visions; 
(7) We learn about authors’ psyches and values and the way they saw 
the world and why; (8) Imaginative literature increases the pleasures of 
our travels and vice versa; and (9) Reading not only makes us aware of 
ethical choices, but also heightens our awareness of the ethical implica-
tions of human behavior. 


JRL: In an age and culture that benefits from widespread Jewish-
American intellectual achievement, it’s difficult to conceive of a time 
when a Jewish professor was a rare thing. But this was the case in 1968, 
when you arrived at Cornell, a time you discuss at length in In Defense 
of Reading. Can you talk a bit about those early years?


DRS: The faculties of major English departments in the ’60s and ’70s, 
especially at the leading private universities, had a dearth of Jews. 
With few exceptions, the anti-Semitic ravings of Pound, as well as the 
equally objectionable if less strident version of anti-Semitism in Eliot, 
were either excused as the eccentricities of men of genius or dismissed 
as unsuitable matters of discussion. In graduate school, many of us, 
trained in formalist rubric of organic form, read without noticing, or 
pretended not to notice, anti-Semitic passages. 


Teachers assumed that Jewish students were part of that imaginary 
audience of ideal readers on which the New Criticism and Aristote-
lian criticism depended. Furthermore, Jewish students and professors 
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immersed ourselves in elaborate and arcane Christian theological debate to 
understand Milton or Hawthorne, without reflecting that we were part of 
a different tradition; perhaps some of us took secret satisfaction in learning 
that Milton knew Hebrew. Perhaps, too, we took pleasure in knowing that 
the exegetical tradition of literary criticism resembled the conversational 
and inquisitive mode of Talmudic studies, or what we—as assimilated 
Jews—imagined Talmudic study to be.


Figures like M. H. Abrams, Harry Levin, Lionel Trilling—those who found 
a place with the Ivy League—and an outsider like Leslie Fiedler, as well 
as New York intellectuals who made their mark, such as Irving Howe and 
Alfred Kazin, became spiritual fathers to those Jews who took up English 
and American studies in the 1960s. 


As something of an outsider to the social milieu of the 1960s, I couldn’t 
pretend to be a Main Line son and grandson of an Episcopal Exeter and 
Princeton graduate whose family took part in the American Revolution. So 
I decided to be who I am: outspoken, straightforward, and somewhat of an 
innocent when it comes to disguising my feelings. I chose my subjects in 
terms of what interested me, because I knew that was where I would do my 
best work. 


As a Jew in a profession where there were few Jews in the ’60s, I probably 
was attracted to outsiders—such as Conrad, a Pole in the English culture. 
When deciding on a dissertation subject, I returned to Conrad—the 
subject of my college honors thesis—and his narrative strategies. I was also 
attracted to outsiders like Disraeli and Joyce and stressed Jewish themes in 
my books on those figures.


JRL: I was going to mention Conrad—you have probably written more 
about him than you have about any other writer, including the 2001 book 
Rereading Conrad. What initially fascinated you about this writer, and what 
keeps you returning to him after all these years?


DRS: Subjects find their authors. Conrad found me as much as I Conrad. 
His work lives with me every day, and my use of examples no doubt comes 
from his having been part of my intellectual life for almost 50 years. I have 
always been fascinated with how Conrad addresses the problem of living in 
an amoral, indifferent cosmos that he defines as a remorseless process rather 
than, as most of his contemporaries and even more of his predecessors be-
lieved, a divinely ordered world. I am especially interested in how Conrad 
shows us that, to live a meaningful life, each individual must transform that 
condition into a value, and how he examines ways this is done, and more 
often—as in the cases of Jim in Lord Jim and Nostromo in the book of that 
name—is not done.


I was and am also attracted to Conrad’s formal innovations: unreliable nar-
rators, frame narrators, disrupted chronology, character doubles, etc. And 
I have always been interested in the relationship between the personal and 
the community in Conrad’s political novels.


JRL: How has the academic profession changed in the years since you came 
to Cornell in 1968? 


DRS: When I began 
my career, one had to 
write critical and schol-
arly books on canonical 
writers in American 
or English literature 
for tenure and promo-
tion in an English 
department. The rise 
of feminist, black, and 
queer studies, and other 
forms of cultural stud-
ies, has created greater 
latitude in the choice of 
subjects; if I had written 
Imagining the Holocaust 


in my assistant professor years, 
it might well have been my 
passport to obscurity, or at least 
a passport to a less prestigious 
university. And one could say the 
same thing about my forthcom-
ing book on The New York Times.


JRL: You’ve had considerable 
success as a poet and travel 
writer, as well as a scholar, and 
I think it’s fair to say that you’re 
that rarest of creatures, a public 
intellectual. Is this part of a 
guiding scholarly philosophy, or 
merely the byproduct of a life 
spent pursuing broad interests?


DRS: Yes, I have often chosen 
subjects—sometimes interdisci-


plinary—that have interest beyond the academy, and that at times has given 
me a crossover audience for my books and a chance to participate in forums 
beyond the traditional academic world. 


I do try to reach a wider audience in some of my writing. I may have been 
responding to my New York–area upbringing, where we read and talked 
about ethics, economics, and politics. I was responding, too, to what I felt 
was an undesirable inward turning by academics in the 1970s and 1980s, 
when some theoretical discussion used a special and at times arcane vocabu-
lary that became an intimidating weapon to those not in the cognoscenti. 
Critics spoke Yalespeak or Cornellspeak or fashionable theoryspeak.


I certainly am not a poet on the order of the department’s creative giants. 
But I think it has been important to me to try my hand at different kinds 
of writing. 


JRL: You mentioned your forthcoming book about The New York Times, 
which is years in the making. Your investigations into that august publi-
cation have coincided with a period of rapid change in the news media 
landscape. Can you talk a bit about the book, and what you’ve discovered 
about the Times’ place in this confusing new reality?


DRS: Yes, I am excited to be bringing to a close six years of research on 
the book, tentatively entitled Crisis and Turmoil in The New York Times: 
1999–2009. It will be published by the SUNY Press. I shall soon be sub-
mitting the final draft. 


Past and present luminaries at the Times have been generous in giving me 
access, and I have over 40 taped one-on-one interviews, including inter-
views with the publisher, Arthur Sulzberger, Jr. and all the living execu-
tive editors, as well as other masthead figures and major section editors. 
Basically, I will be putting the Times in the context of the evolution of 
newspapers from print to digital, as well as taking account of the chang-
ing economic realities of the newspaper business. My book will present a 
history of the Times in those years, but a history grounded in the Times 
before 1999. This has been quite a project—easily the most complex I have 
undertaken—because the Times, as text, changes every day. And I needed 
to learn about digital media and business issues—and, no, I am even now 
far from an expert on all facets—and find what I hope is the right shape for 
this book, the longest I have ever written.


JRL: You were a pioneer in the now broadly appreciated dialogue between 
modern art and modern literature. What initially caused you to investigate 
the connections between the two, and how do you think the relationship of 
art to literature has changed over the past century?


DRS: I once had a fantasy of doing two Ph.D.s—one in literature and one 
in art history—but life interfered. I have spent countless hours in museums 
and I have kept up as much as I could with art in the high modern period, 
and that resulted in my Reconfiguring Modernism: Explorations in the 
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Relation between Modern Art and Modern Literature, a book anticipated 
by my discussing literature in relation to art in a number of essays and in 
some prior books, most notably Narrative and Representation in Wallace 
Stevens.


Cultural innovations in the arts are driven by historical circumstances and 
individual creativity. In the past century or so, the search for new forms 
to describe reality accelerated and cross-fertilized one another. So we see 
that Picasso had much in common with such writers as Joyce and Stevens 
in his search for multiple perspectives. High modernism is paradoxically 
both an ideology of possibility and hope—a positive response to difficult 
circumstances—and an ideology of despair—a response to excessive faith 
in industrialism, urbanization, so-called technological progress, and the 
Great War of 1914 to 1918, called for a time the “War to End All Wars.” 
It is not too much to say that modernism is, in part, a response to cultural 
crisis created in part by Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859), which ques-
tioned the Bible as revealed history.


JRL: Let me turn to your teaching and Cornell life. You have won 
Cornell’s major teaching awards, and your former graduate students and 
NEH (National Endowment for the Humanities) participants have put 
together a festschrift in your honor, Reading Texts, Reading Lives: Essays 
in the Tradition of Humanistic Cultural Criticism in Honor of Daniel R. 
Schwarz. Can you talk about your experiences as a teacher?


DRS: I am deeply touched by such generous recognition as a teacher. I 
try to convey to students respect for each of them as individuals; I think I 
convince most students that I have their interests at heart and want them 
all to succeed. My courses are challenging and students know that taking 
my classes means accepting the challenge to think creatively, to read care-
fully, and to have pride in their work. I am a passionate learner as well as 
teacher, and I think that helps motivate my students. They know what 
they say or write matters because they know my own positions are always 
open to discussion, modification, and reformulation. 


I believe that, as teachers, we establish paradigms for our students. A 
classroom is, in some ways, a small test version of the larger world; the 
students have a responsibility to their fellow students and to the defined 
goals of learning about a particular area of study. In some courses, espe-
cially in the Knight Institute first-year seminars, the skills themselves—
reading perspicaciously, writing coherently and lucidly as well as arguing 
convincingly and logically from evidence, and speaking articulately—are 
the points of the course. But honing those skills are always part of English 
courses.


I should add that no teacher is the best fit for every student.


JRL: Could you speak more about your philosophy of teaching? 


DRS: I think of my classroom as a community of inquiry where we 
all learn from one another and where we are 
motivated by curiosity and a belief that knowing 
matters and verification is possible, even if we all 
don’t need to agree on every detail of a reading. 
In a community of inquiry, each student under-
stands learning as a process, takes responsibility 
for being prepared each day, takes assignments 
seriously, feels in each class as part of a function-
ing group, and writes assignments with a sense 
of pride in her or his work and her or his evolv-
ing writing voice. Of course, this is an ideal but 
reaching for the ideal helps create it. 


Students learn more effectively and joyfully 
when we establish communities where they are 
committed to the course goals, the teacher, and 
each other. Furthermore, community values 
carry over into their other courses and other 
campus activities and community contributions, 
and in creating citizens who will play an active 
role in their communities after graduation. I do 


not agree with my friend Stanley 
Fish that our job is restricted to 
the subjects of the syllabus and 
the geographical location of our 
classroom. 


As a sometime Aristotelian, I 
ask of students, colleagues, and, 
most importantly myself, “What 
is your evidence?” I teach in the 
spirit that there may be multiple 
ways of approaching an issue 
and propose my views in the 
spirit of “This is true, isn’t it?” 
The “Isn’t it” reflects my belief in 
both pluralism and in the open-
ness of inquiry. I keep in mind 
that an impressive professor can 
be an oppressive professor, and 
try in my classrooms and writing to keep open a spirit of inquiry.


As academics, particularly in the humanities, we are in large part who and 
what we teach. What mentoring—really another word for teaching—means 
is caring about the individual with whom one comes into contact as teacher 
and advisor, and in that role leaving something behind besides information. 
Mentoring means cultivating potential and helping students and sometimes 
colleagues discover who they are and who they might be. 


Mentoring is an extension of teaching. With doctoral students, the 120 
participants in NEH (National Endowment for the Humanities) programs I 
have directed and younger colleagues, we need to open doors and windows of 
possibilities without imposing our own ideology.


JRL: Has your teaching changed over time?


DRS: We should grow and evolve in response to the world’s changes, but I 
think my core values are the same. But the digital informational revolution—
the Internet—has changed the way we teach and learn. The wall between the 
student’s living space and the classroom has dissolved. I ask all my students to 
contribute to a course listserv—I stipulate a different number of substantive 
contributions, depending on the course, although many students choose to 
write far more. I write my students weekly letters about where we have been 
and where we are going, with a focus on study questions and bibliography.


To my sometimes chagrin, books and printed newspapers play a smaller role 
in education. Students depend on the Internet for information, and this cuts 
down, for better or worse, the time that they spend on research. Students 
spend quite a bit less time writing on a computer versus the process of typing 
and retyping and re-retyping papers.


JRL: Has the Cornell student body changed?


DRS: Certainly our student body has evolved over the years 
and has become diverse. I am now teaching to a much richer 
and more varied group where difference is respected. 


With these changes came changes in how we discuss reading 
assignments and the writing topics we assign. More than in 
my early years, I acknowledge the place of resistant reading 
perspectives—that is the perspective that resists the point of 
view that an author (or painter) thought he was expressing and 
built into his text. Often these resistant readings contribute 
rich feminist, gay, ecological, minority, and other multicultural 
perspectives that the author (and earlier generations of critics 
and teachers) ignored. 


Today’s students are competent, goal-oriented, and Internet 
savvy, and communicate by means of cell phone, email, Face-
book, and MySpace. Activism tends to be less visible because 
Internet access is basically private, and students passionately 
debate issues and organize themselves online.


Students used to take pride in cutting the umbilical cord when 
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they arrived at Cornell. Paradoxically, today they are often more intellectu-
ally and personally mature than in the past, but less independent, in part 
because they often think of parents as friends as much as authority figures 
and share their lives with them via text messaging and cell phones. Several 
students and parents with whom I have spoken in the last year or two feel 
that parents “are less restrictive” and that conforms to my impression.


What I see today are students who wish to contribute to their various 
communities, but who have a practical awareness of what can be accom-
plished. They are certainly much more conscious of the environment than 
earlier generations of students and are more likely to volunteer at pro-
grams aimed at educating prisoners or working with local disadvantaged 
schoolchildren and less likely to be involved in protests. 


The current generation of students is focused on what happens next. They 
are more grade oriented than in the past, and more often take courses in 
which average grades are high, knowledge of which is now accessible on 
the Internet in a way that it wasn’t to past student generations. Decisions 
about courses and summer jobs—now often non-paying internships— 
depend often on what is best preparation for graduate school applications 
and careers. Even though this may be less true for English majors, many of 
them hedge and double major, choosing for a second major a subject with 
a more practical bent such as economics. 


But are today’s students, as some have claimed, cynical careerists? Not in 
my experience. Yes, students are directed and concerned about a tight job 
market and, yes, many are more realistic about what they can contribute 
to saving the world, but I find a strong idealistic strand, too. On the 
whole, today’s students use their time better and accomplish more than 
any group of students that I ever taught.


JRL: I am impressed by your ability, after more than 40 years, to remain 
open and available to students. I understand that you also keep in touch 
with hundreds of former students. As a relatively junior professor who 
adores his own students, I must confess that I find it a challenge to keep 
track even of a mere decade’s worth. Can you talk about forming and 
maintaining these relationships?


DRS: It has given me great pleasure to follow my students—and see 
what they achieve and make of their opportunities. Of course, email now 
helps, but even before that telephone and snail mail enabled me to keep in 
touch, and students would—and still do—visit me during reunions or in-
formal campus visits. On occasion, talks at Cornell clubs have helped me 
keep in touch. When I travel, I enjoying seeing my former undergradu-
ates, especially those with whom I have worked closely on honors projects 
or taught a number of times. 


JRL: On a personal note, I am always impressed by your continued 
engagement with all things Cornell. You are a strong and passionate voice 
both in the classroom and in administrative matters as well, and when I 
started here in 2006, you were the first senior professor to pull me into 
your office and offer to show me the ropes—a gesture for which I am still 


grateful. All this at a time when you’d 
be more than justified in resting on 
your laurels and letting other people 
worry about things. What fuels your 
tireless commitment to this depart-
ment and institution? And can you 
characterize some of the changes our 
department and institution have un-
dergone during your 42 years here?


DRS: Universities are by nature 
conservative structurally, even while 
they are intellectual agents of change. 
In the face of the financial crises of 
2008–09, many policy decisions—
such as cutting the Cornell Theatre 
production budget—have more of an 
economic component than they once 
did. But policy decisions, including 
curricula decisions, probably have 


more of a political component and an eye to the world beyond the university 
than they did 50 years ago. That may well be a good thing. 


Decision-making continues to move to the central administration. Decisions 
once made in the college are made in Day Hall; decisions once made in depart-
ments are made by college deans, and decisions once made by professors about 
what they might be teaching are made by department chairs.


To an extent, the curriculum—at least in the humanities—has moved more to 
a buyer’s market, by which I mean we offer courses the students as clients want 
rather than simply what the faculty as sellers wanted to teach, even if enroll-
ments were tiny.


But on the whole, our department has nurtured a spirit of tolerance and 
generosity and respect for others. To the extent that I can be helpful, I want to 
maintain those values. 


I have been honored to be a colleague of M. H. Abrams, and see him as a 
model, not only as a scholar but also as a Cornell citizen. Among my own 
contemporaries, I have admired the exceptional leadership of Laura Brown and 
Jonathan Culler in maintaining the department’s health. 


We have right now a terrific younger faculty of assistant professors and recently 
tenured associate professors, and that makes me extremely optimistic about the 
future. When I came there were no tenured women or tenured creative writers, 
to say nothing of black and Asian scholars. With pleasure, I have watched the 
department evolve to a much more diversified group.


In the end, my participation speaks to my sense of commitment to my students 
and our community. Our English department—and Cornell University and 
the College of Arts and Sciences—has given me the opportunity, pleasure, 
and privilege to teach and write in a wonderfully supportive and intellectually 
stimulating atmosphere. 


an interview continued
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T


by Jenny C. Mann


Jenny C. Mann is an assistant professor and has been with 
the English department since 2007. Her book-in-progress, 
Outlaw Rhetoric: Figuring Vernacular Eloquence in 
Shakespeare’s England, will argue that the translation of 
classical rhetoric into the everyday vernacular became a 
means of literary invention in the 16th century. Reading 
rhetorical handbooks alongside plays, poems, and prose ro-
mances, it will show how the translation of Greek and Latin 
figures of speech into English functions as a plot generator, 
turning classical figures of transport and exchange into native 
stories of fairies and Robin Hood.


This past spring I was lucky enough to spend three 
months in residence at the Folger Shakespeare Library 
in Washington, D.C., on a short-term fellowship. I was 
there to finish research for my forthcoming book, Outlaw 
Rhetoric, and this was my first time back at the Folger 
since I was a graduate student.


If there is a temple of Shakespeare in America, this is it. Founded by Henry 
Clay Folger and his wife Emily Jordan Folger, the Folger Shakespeare Library 
holds the world’s largest collection of Shakespeare materials, including 79 
copies of the 1623 First Folio edition of Shakespeare’s plays (by way of 
comparison, the British Library owns five copies), as well as major collec-
tions of Renaissance printed materials, manuscripts, and art works. Although 
academics tend to think of the Folger primarily as a research center, the 
library also provides a number of public programs for students, educators, 
and visitors, including plays, concerts, and exhibitions. Thus, in addition to 
being an essential stop for any scholar working on Renaissance materials, the 
Folger is also a prominent institutional sponsor of “Shakespeare” in public 
culture. 


It’s fun to visit the Folger, in large part because the place is so thoroughly 
unironic about its reverence for the Bard. It’s been a long time since I gave 
myself permission to be hagiographic about Shakespeare, since for me, as for 
many recent Ph.D.s, an important part of my training was learning to situate 
Shakespeare’s works in the culture from which they emerged. I now tend 
to think of Shakespeare as one among many contributors to an astonishing 
explosion of theatrical and poetic production in the late 16th century. But of 
course, such a perspective isn’t really the whole story, as the presence of the 
Folger Shakespeare Library and its many tourists indicate (not to mention 
the $6 million price tag of a recently auctioned First Folio, which is the most 
expensive book in the world, according to Wikipedia, which I never use). 


If you’ve arrived in D.C. by train to Union Station, the Folger is a 15- 
minute walk into Capitol Hill that takes you past Senate office buildings,  
the Supreme Court, and finally the Capitol itself. The Folger is also located 
in the same general vicinity as the Library of Congress, so the neighborhood 
is filled with a strangely specific mixture of politicians, federal employees, 
and scholars of the European Renaissance. The library itself is housed in 
a large, neoclassical marble building that looks a lot like a mausoleum or 
perhaps the home of a prominent secret society, with bas-relief scenes from 
Shakespeare’s plays (personally selected by Henry Clay Folger) inscribed on 
the outside. The implication of all this is that Shakespeare, like Washington 
and Lincoln, is of national importance, and deserves a monument appropri-
ate to his stature. 


The reading room of the library, accessible only to scholars, is divided into 
two chambers. One half is all dark paneling, heavy wood tables, green 
leather chairs, stained-glass windows, and a massive stone fireplace, and feels 
like the great-room of a Tudor manor. The other half is more modern in 


design, filled with beech-wood shelves, modern book-
stands, cushioned chairs, and much better lighting. I 
think it must signify something meaningful about the sort 
of scholar one is, depending on what side of the room you 
settle into (me: fake Tudor manor). The ornate side of the 
reading room is punctuated by a series of curtained and 
locked glass doors, and every hour or so a docent sweeps 
back the curtains so that visitors can peer in at the cham-
ber and its inhabitants. Whenever I hear the rattle of the 
curtain being pulled aside I sit up straight and look like a 
proper scholar in situ, very deliberate as I turn my pages, 
so as not to let down the tourists.


It is always an international group of researchers in the 
reading room—this spring there were scholars from 
Argentina, Italy, and Britain as well as the United States. 
I find it funny that UK-based scholars have to make the 
trip to D.C. in order to conduct research on Shakespeare 
and the London stage, but they don’t seem to mind. Rath-


er, these scholars seem to enjoy using their summers to follow a Renaissance 
research circuit that takes them from D.C. to Austin (the Ransom Center 
at UT-Austin) and finally to Pasadena (the Huntington Library). You get 
to know the other readers and fellows at tea, which is held every day in the 
basement of the library at precisely 3:00 p.m. At exactly 3:30, a member of 
the staff rings a bell to alert everyone that tea is over and it is time to return 
to the library. Then you have just an hour and fifteen minutes of research 
time remaining before another bell signals the closing of the reading room. 
The bell-ringing should seem weird, but in fact it’s a fairly efficient means of 
communication and also suits the general mood of the reading room, where 
the old (David Garrick’s “Shakespeare” chair) and the new (a woman in the 
director’s chair) co-exist.


Since I began post-graduate study, the widespread digitization of early 
printed texts has completely altered the way scholars of early periods conduct 
research, so much so that it can be hard to remember how valuable it is to 
take up residence in an archive. Although I may be able to conduct research 
from the computer in my office in Goldwin Smith, it is a very narrow, overly 
efficient kind of investigation. If I know exactly what I’m looking for, I can 
log on to Early English Books Online and download a digital image of an 
early text—say, a 1632 English translation of Ovid’s Metamorphoses—but 
this method does not allow for the happy accidents that emerge when one 
is situated in an archive—such as the discovery of a truncated translation 
of Virgil’s Aeneid appended to the same volume of Ovidian verse. While at 
the Folger, in addition to studying manuscript sources unavailable online, 
I can also call up multiple copies of a printed text to search for meaningful 
variants or marginalia. If I have difficulty deciphering something I can seek 
assistance from one of the many expert librarians and archivists on staff as 
well as my fellow readers. Apart from the sheer blessing of having a peaceful 
place to conduct intensive study, archives like the Folger provide a meeting 
place for scholars. Leaving our offices and entering into such a community 
keeps our ideas in circulation, and these interchanges can in turn prevent our 
inquiries from either losing rigor or becoming solipsistic. Visiting the Folger 
this spring thus reminded me to encourage my students to get inside our 
own library at Cornell and muck around, rather than conducting all of their 
research off-site in the privacy of their dormitory rooms. 


The Folger may be an odd place (see: bell-ringing), but it’s also an extremely 
classy place (you know what I mean by this if you’ve ever endured the 
laser-light show “Shakespearience” in Stratford-upon-Avon), and I highly 
recommend paying a visit and peering in at the scholars in the reading room 
the next time you are in D.C.


My research  
at the folger shakespeare Library
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Limping to the finish: 
A novelist contemplates the end
by J. Robert Lennon


J. Robert Lennon is an associate professor who has been with the English depart-
ment since 2006. He is the author of seven books of fiction and many short stories 
and reviews, and is presently at work on a novel, Familiar.


A few weeks ago, I wrote the last sentence of a novel I’ve been working on 
for a year. I saved the file, backed it up, printed it out, and turned off my 
computer. You would think that the next step would be to open a bottle of 
champagne and have a party. Instead, I felt mostly relief and unease, akin to 
the feeling of having a malignant tumor excised from your body: you’re glad 
it’s gone, but you suffer under the grim certainty that you haven’t seen the 
last of it.


Back when I was a kid, and filled with vague literary ambitions, I had a very 
specific fantasy about finishing a novel. I’d be writing it in pencil on yellow 
legal pads, and would speed up as I progressed, ending with a marathon 
24-hour session, crowded ashtray by my side, cigarette pinched between my 
second and third fingers, the smoke curling up into my enormous beard. 
I would scrawl the last sentence at sunrise, and then hand the pages to my 
wife/secretary to type. (She is really hot, of course, and a genius in her own 
right in some other field, like neuroscience or orchestra conducting.) Then I 
would wake up my editor in New York with a phone call: “It’s finished.” He 
would invite me down to the city for a steak-and-bourbon dinner, then write 
me a gigantic check.


Well, I did manage to grow a beard. But I never took up smoking. My bril-
liant and beautiful wife would likely roll her eyes at the notion of being my 
personal secretary, and the enormous check remains elusive. 
The most unrealistic part of that fantasy, though, remains the 
notion of finishing a novel. I’ve published half a dozen of the 
things, and have finished exactly zero.


Sure, I’ve stopped writing a bunch of them. But none of 
them are finished. They are suspended in a state of permanent 
incompleteness.


Here’s how it really works, at least for me. I start a novel and 
write with blithe self-confidence for 125 to 150 pages, during 
which I feel very much like the bearded chain-smoker of my 
childhood fantasy. Then I suffer a crisis of confidence. The 
novel has gone off the rails. I attempt to right it, knowing 
that, no matter what happens now, I’m going to have to go 
back and fix the beginning.


But the mistakes begin to compound themselves. People’s 
names change, and their ages. Children vanish and reap-
pear; marriages dissolve and are restored. Plot and character 
clash: personality traits I chose at random on page 25 become 
increasingly incongruous with events, and by page 300 char-
acters are forced to perform against type, like stage actors.


By now I have a mental list of major errors, and once I’ve 
finished the draft (an occasion that provides only the slightest 
frisson of personal satisfaction before it fades into the past), it 
has turned into a written list. The pages of the first draft accu-
mulate furious scribbles, some tearing through the paper. Draft two begins: 
stuff I once loved is eliminated, and stuff I don’t love but need to include is 
shoehorned in.


Now I give it to my wife and a couple of my friends, and they all find 
completely different, utterly contradictory mistakes. Draft three attempts to 
reconcile their advice in a way that will please none of them. This one heads 
to my agent, whose response, over the phone, begins with the slowly uttered 
phrase, “I think this one could someday be good.” Draft four goes to my edi-
tor, who says a version of the same thing. By this time the novel on the page 
has grown very far from the one in my head, which contains all the mutu-


ally exclusive plot elements I’ve devised, along with the crowded, impossible 
streets of the town the novel is set in, and the many superimposed rooms of 
the houses my schizophrenic, dissociative-identity-suffering characters oc-
cupy. By this time I’ve secured a promise of publication via a series of desper-
ate editorial promises, and at draft eight my editor is seeing a fairly coherent 
story, which has been developed under his careful stewardship. But I’m still 
seeing an unfinished mess.


Then come the page proofs (heavy typo-laden), galleys (more mistakes), and 
at last, the final draft, the one the reviewers will read. By this time I’m so ter-
rified of having blown it that I can barely crack the thing. Where is my Back-
to-the-Future moment, the one where George McFly, rendered suave by time 
travel, smoothly and confidently slices open his crate of bestsellers?


By this time, of course, I have transferred my remaining reservoir of personal 
confidence to a new novel, which is presently suspended in its state of imagi-
nary potential perfection. The steak dinner, the check, the giant beard are 
all still possible! Meanwhile, the unfinished non-masterpiece in hard covers 
before me has already been declared mediocre by Kirkus.


Well, of course it’s mediocre—it isn’t finished! In my mind, the characters 
will continue their lives. In the shower, with l’esprit de l’escalier, I will think 
of hilarious things for them to say and do, which I will add to the metastasiz-
ing agglomeration that is the novel in my head.


The key to being a happy writer, of course, is to leave it there. Some writ-
ers—the famous example is Henry James—have actually transferred the 


long-gestating mental novel to the page, and perhaps in doing so they have 
achieved the impossible: actually finishing something. For the rest of us, 
though, incompleteness is the rule.


Why? It’s because we’re sentimental, and afraid of death, the ultimate act 
of completion. Indeed, literary fiction, with its artful non-ending endings, 
is the most sentimental of the literary genres: it’s the genre for the closure-
averse. No catching the killer for us; no marrying the hunk or colonizing the 
planet or driving the outlaw from town. No, we literary novelists are content 
to just stop, sometimes (James Joyce) in mid-sentence, to avoid the thing we 
most desire: the end.
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Professor Emeritus of English Jonathan Bishop, who helped initiate Cornell’s 
first-year writing seminars, died Jan. 22 at age 82 at Kendal at Ithaca, where he 


had been a longtime resident. Neil Hertz, 
a recent M. H. Abrams Distinguished 
Visiting Professor who also taught English 
at Cornell from 1961 to 1983, offers this 
reminiscence.


Jonathan and I arrived at Cornell in 
1961 and shared an office for the next 
five years, GS 239, later Archie Am-
mons’s office. Sitting there, looking up 
from grading papers, or in-between 
seeing students, we talked a lot. We 
discovered we admired some of the 
same books—Middlemarch, Boswell’s 
Johnson, Doughty’s Travels in Arabia, 
Wordsworth’s Prelude. And that we both 
had had our sense of ourselves as teach-
ers shaped by time spent at Amherst 
College, he as a faculty member, I, some 
years earlier, as a student. Indeed, it was 


in part out of our conversations about the idiosyncratic Amherst fresh-
man English course that, the next year, Jonathan and Taylor Stoehr and I 
launched the autobiographical writing course that stayed on the department’s 
books, usually under Jonathan’s supervision, until the 1980s. In those first 
years, just before Freedom Summer and the anti-war protests began to focus 
the energies of many college students, being asked to think and write about 
their experiences at Cornell struck a chord, spoke to their hopes and disaf-
fections—and produced some fine work on the freshmen’s part, and some 
exhilarating and memorable moments for their teachers.


In our conversations, as in the classroom, Jonathan was intensely declara-
tive. Words like “perhaps” or “apparently”—necessities, one would think, 
of East Coast elite intellectual discourse—were not part of his lexicon. He 
could be funny, ironical, whimsically extravagant, he could shape subtly in-
flected propositions, but always in the declarative mode, as sayings he stood 
behind. This was invigorating for his office mate, and not a little daunting. 
Until then, I’d never met anyone so intelligent who was also so sure of his 
judgments. Not that his judgments were always correct, or that he couldn’t 
revise them. When we first met, Jonathan was in the process of embracing 
Catholicism. We didn’t talk about that, but we did talk a good deal about 
Wordsworth and the Romantic sublime—a topic of both his writing and 
my own—and at one point I realized that Jonathan was assuming that my 
interest in writers like Wordsworth and Milton was likely to lead—as it had 
in his own case—to some spiritual awareness and, possibly, to a full religious 
conversion. No such luck. But our friendship had no trouble surviving that 
misapprehension.


I had a note from our colleague Mike Colacurcio recently that spoke to 
this intensity of Jonathan’s. “He was the single most conscientious—least 
careerist—academic I ever met,” Mike wrote, “with a heart so purely willing 
one thing that it was almost scary. He believed in the truth, found only part 
of it in British and American literature, and went looking for it everywhere 
else, whether he ever got a raise or not.” Mike adds, “Or does that mean only 
that he had some private money?”


Mike was joking, but he was right. In fact, “private money” was what Jona-
than used to publish two of his six books. Harvard had brought out Emerson 
on the Soul in 1964, a beautiful and wise book that Jonathan later referred 
to wryly as “my tenure book . . . Emerson on the Whole.” In 1972, at Mike 
Abrams’ suggestion, a distinguished New York house, George Braziller, had 
published Something Else. But Jonathan was suspicious of the costs of distinc-
tion. In the fall of 1974, I had a letter from him that said:


I spent the summer re-writing and re-writing my Who Is Who book, 
coming to some sort of an end just as classes started. I wrote Braziller, 
to whom I was supposed to show it, discouraging them from taking 
anything so impossible; and then they didn’t answer, which topped 
my self-destructiveness with theirs. I inherited some money from my 
mother’s death last spring, so I plan now to go ahead and get it printed 
locally in 200 or so copies. That ought to be some kind of fun; whatever 
the hassles, one is able to choose more of what goes on than with a 
publisher.


I was in Paris that fall, and, knowing that Jonathan had begun working his 
way through the Old Testament, a Hebrew dictionary and grammar at hand, 
I’d written him that my apartment building had a Hasidic rabbi and his fam-
ily living in the courtyard. His letter closed with a reference to this: “Mean-
while I plug away daily on Genesis, having arrived at the chapter where Lot 
and his daughters misbehave. Could there be a movie version of that? Daddy 
in a shrimel, the fur hat of your neighbor, Jane Fonda for the eldest daughter, 
what’s-her-name Schneider for the younger—and who for the leader of the 
mob of Sodomites?”


Six books, then. Emerson on the Soul (1964), Something Else (1972), Who Is 
Who (1975), The Covenant: A Reading (1982), Some Bodies: The Eucharist 
and Its Implications (1992), and In Time (1999). It may surprise some of his 
former colleagues that, in addition to his teaching, in addition to his stints at 
area shelters and soup kitchens, Jonathan was one of the most “productive” 
members of the College of Arts and Sciences. Anyone who looked him up in 
his third-floor office could see him at work, winter and summer, calligraphy 
pen in hand, taking notes in those large unlined notebooks, the plan of his 
current writing project diagrammed and tacked to a nearby wall. He read 
in order to write, and his reading had an astonishing range. In the 10 years 
it took him to compose Some Bodies, he read the pertinent saints (Paul and 
Augustine and Thomas) as well as dozens of theologians and scholars of the 
Eucharist. He also incorporated works by scientists, philosophers, theorists 
of metaphor, historians, feminist scholars, and poets. And he did not exclude 
personal anecdote, ending the work with two stories, one about a recent walk 
around Walden Pond, the other about his rescue and “burial at sea” in Beebe 
Lake, of a dead goldfish he’d found floating in a Kendal aquarium.


I want to close with some words about Jonathan’s particular gift, most 
evident in the distinctive blend of anecdote and reflection that characterized 
all his writing. Jonathan actually thought about what happened to him. That 
cast of mind, I’ve found, is rare enough. Rarer still is the ability to weave 
one’s experience and one’s thinking about it into articulate form. Not all 
writers, not even all good writers, can do that; Jonathan could. I think he 
learned it from Emerson; it’s certainly what he responded to in Emerson, 
what he wrote eloquently about in that early book, and what he practiced 
in his own later works, which are invariably at once speculative and auto-
biographical. Commenting on some lines from Emerson’s essay “Spiritual 
Laws,” he had written:


We all know our experience as progress through a universe of events 
that is charged with the quality of our minds and repeats the structure 
of our psychic constitution. But this cloudy motion is too often down-
graded to a blur, an ineluctable static interfering with our perception of 
“objective,” that is, conventional reality. But let us attend to the details 
of what is inevitable until it becomes meaningful, Emerson answers in 
rebuke and encouragement. Examine what happens anyway, the stones 
on which we do in fact stub our toe—to these our line of vision is 
naturally perpendicular, and we can see, if the spirit wills, exactly what 
they are.


Obituary: Jonathan Bishop
by Neil Hertz


“Let us attend to the details of what is inevitable until it becomes 
meaningful.” A lovely phrase from the next-to-last page of Emerson on 
the Soul. There, it was intended as a valedictory. I think it can serve here 
to gesture at what Jonathan had to teach—in class, in his writings, and 
in his dealings with his friends.
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RRick Bogel has new papers published and forthcoming, including “Toward 
a New Formalism: The Intrinsic and Related Problems in Criticism and The-
ory,” in the anthology New Formalism (Fordham University Press); an entry, 
“formalism (in theory and criticism)” for the new edition of The Princeton 
Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics; and a plenary address, “Textual Infatua-
tion, True Infatuation: Ransom, Adorno, and the Unfairness of Formalism” 
for the conference “New Formalism, Neo-Formalism, and the Reassessment 


of Form, Tropes, and Genre in Contemporary 
Literary Scholarship,” at the University of  
Ghent in September.


Laura Brown has published a new book, 
Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes: Humans 
and Other Animals in the Modern Literary 
Tradition, with the Cornell University Press. 
The book shows how the literary works of the 
18th century use animal-kind to bring abstract 
philosophical, ontological, and metaphysical 
questions into the realm of everyday experi-
ence, affording a uniquely flexible perspective 
on difference, hierarchy, intimacy, diversity, 
and transcendence.


Grant Farred edited the Summer 2009 issue 
of South Atlantic Quarterly. “Africana Thought” 
brings together scholars from a range of 


disciplines—including philosophy, anthropology, and literature—who are 
committed to thinking about the condition of contemporary black life.


Alice Fulton’s short story “A Shadow Table” was reprinted in Best American 
Short Stories 2009. Her poem “Claustrophilia” appeared in the Aug. 2, 2010 
issue of The New Yorker, and their Book Bench blog published an interview 
with her on July 28, 2010.


Andrew Galloway has published a number of new essays, including “Al-
literative Poetry in Old Jerusalem: The Siege of Jerusalem and Its Sources,” 
in Medieval Alliterative Poetry: Essays in Honour of Thorlac Turville-Petre (Four 
Courts Press, 2010); “Visions and Visionaries,” in The Oxford Handbook 
of Medieval Literature (Oxford University Press, 2010); “Gower’s Confessio 
Amantis, the Prick of Conscience, and the History of the Latin Gloss in Early 
English Literature,” in John Gower: Manuscripts, Readers, Contexts (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2009); “The Past,” in A Concise Companion to Middle English Litera-
ture: 1100–1500 (Oxford: Blackwell, 2009); and “The Economy 
of Need in Late Medieval English Literature,” in Viator 40. His 
book Cambridge Companion to Medieval English Culture will be 
published by Cambridge University Press in 2011.


J. Robert Lennon has had new stories published in The Paris 
Review, Salamander, Electric Literature, and Weird Tales. He 
wrote a review of the new Bret Easton Ellis novel for the  
London Review of Books and a profile of Margaret Atwood’s 
post–Handmaid’s Tale career for the Canadian monthly The 
Walrus. “In the Presence of Absence: or, Thanks, Blanks!,” a talk 
on the subject of negative space in creative writing, was deliv-
ered at the Colgate Writers’ Conference in June. In addition, he 
has published a free e-book of incidental writings called Video 
Game Hints, Tricks, and Cheats. It can be downloaded at www.
jrobertlennon.com.


Kenneth McClane’s book Walls: Essays 1985–1990, which was originally 
published by Wayne State University Press in 1991, will be reprinted, with 
a new introduction, by the University of Notre Dame Press this September. 
Also, his book Color: Essays on Race, Family and History (University of Notre 
Dame Press 2009), was awarded the Gold Medal for the best book of essays 
published in 2009 by ForeWord Reviews magazine.


Satya Mohanty has edited a new book, The Future of Diversity: Academic 
Leaders Reflect on American Higher Education (co-edited with Daniel Little, 
chancellor of the University of Michigan–Dearborn). The book, published 
in June by Palgrave Macmillan, contains essays on the subject of campus di-
versity and how to re-conceive it in the present context. An op-ed on campus 
diversity appeared in June in Inside Higher Ed, and an essay on a 16th-cen-
tury Indian purana (a poem sung ritually by women every year during the 
harvest season), “Alternative Modernities and Medieval Indian Literature: 
The Oriya Lakshmi Purana as Radical Pedagogy,” appeared in January in the 
literary theory journal Diacritics. The essay, which analyzes the 500-year-old 
text as radically feminist and anti-caste, has been translated into Hindi by 
professors Sanjay Kumar and Archana Kumar of Banaras Hindu University 
and published in the Indian journal Alochana. It has also led to the forma-
tion of two collaborative research projects in India, one based at Raven-
shaw University, the other at Banaras Hindu 
University.


Robert Morgan was honored in a special issue 
of The Southern Quarterly. The issue (Vol. 47, 
No. 3, Spring 2010) featured 12 new poems by 
Morgan, an excerpt from his novel-in-progress, 
Appalachian Trail, and critical essays celebrating 
his work. Jesse Graves, editor of the issue, wrote 
in his introduction: “[Morgan] has become not 
only one of the most celebrated writers from 
the Appalachian region, but he must now be 
considered among the foremost of American 
writers.” In addition, a new poetry collection, 
October Crossing, has been published.


Helena Maria Viramontes has published a new essay, “Divining Love,” in 
the anthology Women in the Fullness of Time: Thirty-two women over fifty talk 
about life. The book is out now from Simon & Schuster/Atrias Books. She 
has also written two book reviews for Ms magazine. 


Samantha Zacher, along with Andy Orchard 
of Trinity College, has edited New Readings in 
the Vercelli Book. The late-10th-century Vercelli 
book contains one of the earliest surviving col-
lections of homilies and poetry in the English 
language. This new volume addresses central 
questions concerning the manuscript’s intended 
use, mode of compilation, and purpose, and 
offers a variety of approaches on such topics as 
orthography, style, genre, theme, and source-
study.


Recent faculty publications
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Books by faculty


O
Our way of thinking about language 
and meaning is profoundly influ-
enced by two inventions that date 
from the Renaissance: the four-sided 
detachable picture-frame and the 
clear glass mirror. 


Both emerged at the same time as 
perspective painting, which was expe-
rienced as a framed window through 
which one viewed a realistic world. 
For moderns, to know something, 
one must “frame” it (in order to 
“view” it as an object or idea separate 
from other objects); and to interpret 
something, one must look “through” 
the image or letter for the concept 
it stands for. In the study of litera-
ture, we’ve inherited a post-Kantian 
notion of the aesthetic as a realm 
“framed” and separated off from the 
everyday, and a notion of meaning as 
ideal—as reflecting an order of reality 
that transcends the merely material. 


For this reason, Rayna Kalas argues 
in her new book, commentators on 
Shakespeare and his contemporaries 
have usually read them in terms of 
modern ideas of framing and trans-
parency (or metaphor). But this type of reading loses sight of the historical 
difference between the Renaissance and us; it also loses sight of the Renais-
sance belief that poetry is also a material technology, like a picture-frame 
or like crystal glass. Kalas’s largest aim in Frame, Glass, Verse is therefore to 
present a more accurate view of Renaissance thinking, and also to recover 


a valuable understanding of the material character of 
language and the sign. 


In the first part of her book, she explores meanings of 
“frame,” which among other things meant “structure,” 
and then reads visual artifacts and poems in which the 
frame is part of the structure and significance of the 
work, not simply a device for setting the work off as an 
aesthetic object. In the second part, she looks at sonnets 
by Shakespeare, as well as poems and prose by Putten-
ham, Gascoigne, Donne, Herbert, and others, that use 
the imagery of glass, either as mirrors or windows. She 
argues that these images function not just as metaphors 
but primarily as a set of resemblances: all are made of 
glass or glass-like, a quality that poetic language has 
as well. Shakespeare’s sonnets, for example, are like 
glass “not only because of their metaphorical capacity 
to mirror” but also because of a perceived “material 
similarity to glass in being both liquid and brittle,” a 
material quality that allows the poems “to represent 
time and motion” even if their form (ink on a page) 
appears static. For Renaissance writers, she concludes, 
language is “not simply a symbolic system of representa-
tion” but also “temporal matter,” something existing “in 
and of this world, a material instrument of observation, 
perception, and reception.” 


In both its scope and detail, Frame, Glass, Verse is a rich 
and challenging book, written with sharp focus and 
high intelligence.


Rayna Kalas. Frame, Glass, Verse. The Technology of Poetic Invention in the English Renaissance.
(Cornell University Press, 2007)
By Paul Sawyer







10


T


by Marianne Marsh


English department accounts coordinator Robin Doxtater passed away in  
November 2009 after a valiant struggle against cancer. Born and raised in 
Ithaca, Robin spent her entire 22-year Cornell career with the Department of 
English. Marianne Marsh offers this tribute, adapted from her remarks delivered 
at Robin's funeral.


The day you walk into the English office as a staff member, you become part 
of the family. But it wasn’t always this way. Robin Doxtater was just 20 years 
old when she came to work at the English department at Cornell. I can’t say 
for sure, but it may well be that the era of camaraderie, teamwork, and sister-
hood was ushered in with Robin’s arrival in October of 1986.


As families go, we’ve had our share of bickering, but in our case it was rarely 
mean-spirited and always without gossip or backbiting. Robin just didn’t 
know how to do that. And we have our office jargon and inside jokes. I 
doubt anyone here knows the meaning of an “email sneaker,” which desk 
accessory is called a “flenker,” or what you’ll find in Room 231. There are 
also the affectionate nicknames, such as Sunshine, Rocket Boy, and Weasel. 
Robin was Binky.


One of our office traditions was to order lunch on Fridays—pizza, sandwich-
es, Chinese—anything that would get delivered. Invariably on Friday morn-
ing someone would query, “What are we ordering today?” And someone 
would usually answer: “I know what Binky wants.” L5 on the Chinese menu. 
With pork fried rice. But she’d suffer through pizza if she had to.


She was as professional as she was playful. When asked to put together a 
spreadsheet for a report, usually at the last minute, she’d produce some-
thing understandable and accurate, ahead of schedule. Fiscal year closing is 
a nightmare in some departments. Not for us—Robin was always current 
with bill-paying and fund transfers. She often had to correspond with faculty 
regarding their funding, which could tend to be delicate, especially if she had 
to convey bad news or enforce transaction policies. The communications she 
crafted always reflected a professional yet warm demeanor, and her skill with 
tone and language more than met the high standards of English faculty, And 
then when you’d least expect it, during an office banter session, she’d come 
out with some sing-songy chant from childhood, like “takes one to know 
one, better one to show one,” or “I know you are but what am I?” She had a 
strong work ethic—almost to a fault—and actually felt guilty for not being 
at work when she was ill.


There aren’t enough words to describe what a sterling and cherished friend 
and colleague Robin has been over these last 23 years, so I’m not even going 
to try. Instead, I’ll let the words of many of the members of our department 
speak.


Mary Pat Brady: “Robin was incredibly patient with me, and because I was 
so bad about records, she needed to be patient.”


Cynthia Chase: “She was brave about facing her illness and helped me 
through mine by her warmth and directness.”


Laurel Guy: “Ernest Hemingway said courage is grace under pressure. He 
was describing Robin. I will miss her twinkle, her smile, and sense of humor. 
I will always remember her steadfast and fierce love of her family. And when-
ever I feel irritated by the problems in my own life, I will hear Robin saying 
to me how she would trade my problems for hers any day . . . reminding me 
that all things are minor compared to losing your health.”


Stephanie Vaughn: “Robin Doxtater was one of the most even-tempered and 
kind people on our planet. She seemed incapable of becoming flustered or 
impatient and certainly incapable of being anything but good to her family, 
her friends, and her colleagues.


At Cornell, she was so scrupulously well organized that sometimes she 
seemed to be working ahead of schedule. She was calm when others were agi-


tated. She had a gift for working productively, and she had a gift for working 
productively with certain incompetent people she had to deal with day to 
day—and by ‘incompetent people’ I refer of course to the English profes-
sors who could not find their receipts and did not even recall having charged 
something to their Cornell research accounts. She handled all of us with 
unsurpassed diplomacy.”


Debra Fried: “Her steadiness of temper, utter reliability, and good humor 
made her a treasure. She was family!”


Paul Sawyer: “You didn’t have to see Robin behind her partition to know she 
was there, a person could sense her presence. And no one who felt Robin’s 
presence needs a description. How would you describe it, anyway? Her deep, 
unfailing sweetness of temper, her readiness to help, the kindness and joy she 
could radiate in a single word or phrase, or by a wordless smile . . . you had 
to know her. Fortunately, we did. We had over 20 years to our good fortune. 
It wasn’t enough. The place she leaves behind will always be empty because 
no one will be able to take her place. Our family is diminished. But at the 
same time, there is no emptiness because she’s left us with so much. Full, rich 
memories of an amazing person, a person without compare. They will always 
be with us.”


Darlene Flint: “She listened and never said ‘Shut up, Dar,’ or even ‘quiet 
down, Dar. You’re a big mouth.”


Edgar Rosenberg: “Robin, you were one of the kindest, most caring persons 
I have met in my 84 years.’”


Vicky Brevetti: “I always admired Robin for the great qualities she possessed 
that made her such a wonderful human being—she was intelligent, great at 
her job—she knew it inside and out. She was reliable, helpful, gentle, quiet, 
compassionate, funny, could be a little naughty at times with her wisecracks, 
a great friend, and she loved her family dearly. What I didn’t know about 
Robin, though, was the amount of inner strength and fortitude she pos-
sessed. I have never seen someone display such courage, determination, and 
have the ability to attack a bad situation head on like Robin did, never giving 
up, always holding out hope. What a brave soul. Robin became more than a 
friend and co-worker to me, she became my role model. What an angel.”


Obituary: 
Robin Doxtater
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The Department of English at Cornell is 
weathering the budgetary climate-change 
remarkably well, thanks in large part to the 
support of our alumni. The Creative Writing 
Program has had an astonishingly successful 
Reading Series again this year, including visits 


by such prize-winning literati as Toni Morrison, Billy Collins, Natasha 
Tretheway, and Paul Muldoon, and we are looking forward to kicking 
off our new roster of readings with a visit by the acclaimed novelist Julia 
Alvarez, author of How the Garcia Girls 
Lost Their Accents and, more recently, 
Saving the World and Return to Sender. 
We are also looking forward to the 
arrival of our new distinguished writer-
in-residence, Stewart O’Nan, a prolific 
author and Cornell MFA, who will be 
celebrating with us the publication of 
his new novel, Emily, Alone, while he is 
teaching here this coming spring. We 
also have our alumni to thank for fund-
ing a series of courses on Toni Morrison 
during her visit here, so that undergrad-
uates had the opportunity not only to 
read the famous Cornellian and Nobel 
Laureate for an entire semester, but also 
to meet her and hear her read from her 
latest novel, A Mercy. 


We have established a new lecture 
series for modern literature, thanks to 
the generosity of Wendy Rosenthal 
Gellman ’77. For our initial event, we 
invited Brian Boyd, the biographer of 
our late colleague Vladimir Nabokov, 
to discuss the first publication of Nabo-
kov’s unfinished novel, The Original 
of Laura. Boyd, a professor of English 
at the University of Auckland in New 
Zealand, also spoke about his new 
book, On the Origin of Stories: Evolu-
tion, Cognition and Fiction, as part of a 
celebration of the sesquicentennial of 
Charles Darwin’s landmark study, On 
the Origin of Species. 


We are hosting a series of confer-
ences on new directions in literary 
and cultural studies, all of which will 
culminate in publication. Each of 
these conferences is hosted by one or 
more Cornell English professors, who 
will edit and contribute to the final 
collection. We began this past spring with Grant Farred’s project, “Theory 
Now,” which is already in print, and we will continue this year with Eric 
Cheyfitz’s conference, “Sovereignty, Indigeneity, and the Law,” co-hosted 
with the American Indian Program and Africana Studies, and in the spring 
semester, my own conference on “Digital Desire,” on the language of sexu-
ality in the age of the Internet. 


This year, we are pleased to announce our appointment of Ian Balfour as 
the M. H. Abrams Distinguished Visiting Professor. He will teach courses 
on Romanticism, literary theory, and film noir. We have also appointed the 
distinguished novelist, essayist, poet, and translator, Anne Carson, as an  
A. D. White Professor-at-Large for the next six years. Professor Carson, 
who teaches classics and comparative literature at the University of Michi-
gan, is the recipient of Guggenheim and MacArthur “Genius” Fellowships 
and is the author of Eros the Bittersweet, Autobiography of Red, and Glass, 
Irony, and God, as well as translations of Sappho, Aeschylus, and Euripides. 


I recommend NOX, her brilliant new 
book-in-a-box, an innovative and ele-
giac literary accomplishment that defies 
easy description. 


Enrollments in English courses are up 
this year at Cornell, despite a nation-
wide trend in the other direction. 
Students from across the university, 
the majority of them not even in the 
College of Arts and Sciences, are drawn 
to our traditional courses and also some 
fascinating newer ones, such as “Weird 
Stories,” “Magical Realism,” “Gothic 
Literature,” “The Great Cornell Novel,” 
and “The Literature of 9/11.” “The 
English Literary Tradition” has surged 
in popularity recently and is one of 
a series of Gateway Courses, two of 
which are now required for the major. 
The Gateway Courses also include 
introductory surveys of American 
literature, literary theory, great poets, 
and world literature in English. Among 
our numerous visiting faculty, we are 
very pleased to announce the addition 
of two new permanent faculty mem-
bers this year: Cathy Caruth, who is a 
groundbreaking theorist of narrative 
and trauma as well as a specialist in  
Romantic literature, and the poet 
Joanie Mackowski, whose latest vol-
ume, View from a Temporary Window, 
was published this year. 


Let me close by noting that you can 
now purchase a delightful new inven-
tion, a Writers at Cornell T-shirt, with 
a Uris Library tower made up of fiction 
and poetry written by Cornell alumni. 
The T-shirt was designed in honor of 
Toni Morrison’s visit and bears her 
admirable advice that we should all take 


to heart: “If there is a book you really want to read but it hasn’t been writ-
ten yet, then you must write it.”


Ellis Hanson 
Professor and Chair 
Department of English


letter from the chair
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