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Lecture List
FACULTY LECTURES

Most lectures will be available for purchase on the VCFA Store website after residency, unless otherwise noted below.

WHAT IS IT REALLY ABOUT? DEFINING INTENTION AND DISCOVERING FOCUS
Laurie Alberts

We’ve all had the experience of getting lost in the middle of a story, essay, chapter—or, in some cases, book—we’re writing. We aren’t so much looking for a way out as for a way in, seeking a lucid definition of the whole that will enable us to make each part contribute. In this lecture we’ll talk about the process of discovering, articulating, and revising our intentions as we work our way through a piece. There will be a writing exercise and a handout. 

UNHINGED ARTICULATION
Ralph Angel

A brief look at how the most unhinged articulations are often the most direct look at internal reality. Open to poets and prose writers seeking a language for which we have no language, a language that expresses understanding both within and outside of the mind.
RALPH GOINGS “PEPPER SHAKER”: SEEING POETRY IN A PAINTING - not available for purchase
Matthew Dickman

THINKING LIKE A FILMMAKER
Mark Cox

We’ll explore the value of adapting the terminology of cinema to the study of poetry, concentrating on poems that seem particularly cinematic in their approach. Issues will include cinematic techniques, point of view, symbolism, attention to sensory detail and revision.

THE EPIGRAPH AS TEMPLATE, HARBINGER, AND MUSE
Abby Frucht
 This lecture, useful for writers in all genres, will begin by examining several books  (principally Dave Eggers' A Hologram for the King) for the ways in which their epigraphs provide thematic, emotional and even dramatic impetus for the pages that follow, and will evolve, via a writing exercise, into a look at how writers might draw on their carefully chosen epigraphs as tools not only in the edification of the reader but in the writing process itself, using epigraphs as reference points against which the ongoing drafts of stories, novels, poems, and works of nonfiction might achieve shape, balance, and resonance. Please bring a laptop or paper and pen along with a work already in progress.  
GINKÓ
Jody Gladding

A ginkó is a haiku walk (from gin--haiku, and ko--to walk, to go).  Also known as a “composing party,” a ginkó is traditionally done as a group activity even as it involves silent meditation.  Participants walk in a place where haiku are likely to be found.  After meeting for a brief introduction and orientation, we will head out to Sabins Pasture, behind the VCFA campus, for our own ginkó.  No required reading.  Bring notebook, writing tool, and good hiking shoes (long pants and socks advisable for deer tick protection).  


WHERE WE ARE COMING FROM: A LOOK AT THE TRADITION(S) IN POETRY

Richard Jackson

What is a conceit? metaphysical poetry? the most philosophical poets? Why are so many Romantic poems fragments? What was Imagism? How does any of this affect you? This will be a three part seminar type of presentation that reviews the major movements in poetry from Chaucer to the Moderns. We'll take a glance at the major poets and movements. There will be ample handouts provided via email beforehand.
WHAT WE SEE WITH: REDEFINING PLOT (PART ONE)

David Jauss
As Eudora Welty said, “Plots are what we see with.” Unfortunately, “plot” has been defined so narrowly and monolithically that we don’t see nearly as much as we should. In this lecture, the first of two on plot, I’ll discuss why the conventional definition of plot is misleading and unhelpful, especially for writers of short fiction, and I’ll also discuss the distinction between plot and structure, using Ha Jin’s “Saboteur” and Tim O’Brien’s “The Things They Carried” as examples. I’ll conclude part one of the lecture with a brief introduction to the various alternative plot forms I will discuss at the next residency.

LINKAGE: A LOVE STORY
Ellen Lesser

As a fictional form, the linked story cycle offers not a singular model but rather a whole range of structural possibilities. This is How You Lose Her by Junot Diaz and The News from Spain by Joan Wickersham are two recent volumes that stake out very different points on this spectrum. Beyond their shared subject of love, you’d be hard-pressed to propose a couple of more contrasting collections. For precisely this reason, the unlikely pairing will help us consider the art and architecture of story connection.

THE POSTMODERN MEMOIR
Patrick Madden

“Memoir” encompasses all sorts of life writing, from the banal to the highly literary. Here at VCFA, we focus on the literary, and as it is our cultural/artistic moment, we feel the ineluctable pull of postmodernism. This lecture will give an overview of the influence of postmodernism on literary memoir in the past forty years, noting examples of experiments at newness and recursions into tradition. Students should expect to gain insight into theoretical concepts underpinning the genre, recommendations of postmodern memoirs to read as examples, and inspiration for ways to write their own memoirs, long- and short-form.

“ARE WE THERE YET?” A GUIDE TO FINDING THE END OF YOUR STORY
Clint McCown
We breeze down the highway of our tale. Sometimes we're chugging slowly uphill, sometimes coasting down the easy slopes, sometimes barreling across the flatlands. But where's our exit ramp? How do we know when we get there? In this lecture we'll talk about the tricky navigation involved in finally arriving somewhere.
THE STRUCTURE SECRET: A NEW VIEW OF YOUR NARRATIVE SPINE

Jacquelyn Mitchard

Like Debussy’s ‘Reverie’ and the Mac OS10 operating system, there are a few spectacular things in life and art that seem, at first glance, absurdly simple. But simplicity, as all writers (and computer engineers) know, often is the end result of a tortuous process of choice, endeavor, penitence, pruning,—eventually to end with satisfaction or at least resignation. However, while sculpting a lively and cohesive narrative is never easy, it can be easier. One elegant tool I’ve found is the ability to truly see its backbone as a series of interlocking, interdependent events built from scenes and sequels. In this (seemingly simple) interactive lecture, you will work with me on seeing the plan and process in your own narratives, in a way that may be different from any other structural discussion you’ve ever had. 
TROUBLE
Achy Obejas

As writers, we tend to fall in love with our characters. And because they’re a little piece of us, we want to protect them, to cushion their falls, to make sure others love them as much as we do. But in fiction, the best thing a writer can do for her characters is hurt them, hurt them deeply and get them in a whole lot of trouble—trouble that just gets worse and worse because, no matter what our characters do, they just keep screwing up. In this lecture, we’ll look at how and why characters who fail and get in trouble over and over are so rich and rewarding for the reader.

WHAT DO WE WANT FROM POETRY?
Betsy Sholl

Certainly we want surprise and a renewal of language. What about vision or moral or historical inquiry?   What about plumbing some psychological depths? Or just catching the moment as it passes? Lately I've been thinking about how these elements relate. I plan to look at the relationship between poems in which heightened language seems uppermost in the poet's mine and those where vision seems more predominant. In a sense I'm asking myself, what's enough? When has a poem done enough? What's behind the feeling that some poems haven't gone far enough in their explorations?
SAVAGE ART: CRIME FICTION AND THE ACT OF VIOLENCE
Domenic Stansberry

A look at the history, forms and conventions in crime fiction and the use of these conventions in writers of all sorts, examining everything from social corruption to religious allegory, to the nature of sociopathy, existential violence, and sexual desire. We will discuss a wide variety of writers, including those of literary reputation, as well as those more firmly in the genre, and others working in what some might call a pulp tradition.
INTENSIFYING THE DRAMATIC STAKES OF YOUR PROSE NARRATIVE
Larry Sutin

Writers—both in fiction and CNF—pour their hearts and souls into their manuscripts. At the same time, my experience is that many writers worry about overstatement, bathos, or melodramatic contrivance. How does one tap the genuine drama that leads readers to read and writers to write in the first place? I'll discuss techniques to intensify drama while retaining aesthetic control & personal integrity.
PROVOCATION OF IDLE RIFFING? SOME THOUGHTS ON AUTHORITY IN POEMS
Leslie Ullman

How is it that some apparently disorderly works invite us to enter their worlds, their voices, with trust rather than resistance? How do some writers use language to nudge us, at least in part, beyond the realms language normally serves, until we find ourselves wooed into an intuitive understanding? The short answer is that we trust a work that trusts itself, but how this trust is achieved is an iceberg of a topic whose tip we will explore. Central to this is the notion of internal dialogue: the many ways in which a carefully crafted poem, even if not immediately accessible at first reading, proves to be listening to itself and improvising upon its own elements of form and/or theme.  A handout will be provided, but you are encouraged also to bring questions, based on your own experience, related to this very central aspect of craft.  

CONTAINING MULTITUDES: SHIFTING VOICES IN FICTION AND CNF

Connie May Fowler, Sue Silverman, and Robert Vivian
This panel will explore how the development and expression of voice—either in our own artistically crafted personas or those of our fictional characters—is a series of shifting masks, revealing and concealing the author. We will discuss how writers express on the page a distinctive voice; how voice changes in time through a writer's continuing encounters of the world without and the world within; how the adoption of a fictive versus a non-fictive persona affect voice. 

 
STUDENT LECTURES

Most lectures will be available for purchase on the VCFA Store website after residency, unless otherwise noted below.

EGO, TRIP: SELF-CONSTRUCTION—AND DESTRUCTION—IN CREATIVE NONFICTION,

AND WHY WE LOVE IT

Catherine Buni

Egoism, both written and lived, has the power to enhance, discredit, or destroy a story built from "truth." Mindfully constructed, the narrating ego lends credibility and intimacy to the facts at hand. Careless or blind, it can send a work of nonfiction—and its author—up in flames. In this lecture, I will call up writers tried and convicted, consider others on trial, and explore the methods of suspects who artfully escape summons altogether. Participants will receive a handout with exercises designed to help nonfiction writers navigate the promise and pitfalls of egoism as it relates to authorial integrity.
THE WORLD WILL PROVIDE SORROW ENOUGH
Casey Ebert

An examination of the role of happiness in poetry. This lecture will take on the tortured-artist theory by exploring why writers tend to write heartbreaking poetry. We will consider what Louise Glück calls the “utility of happiness” and “well-being as a means of increasing openness” as well as what obligation we have as poets, if any, to write as witnesses to joy as well as tragedy.
FIRST-MINDEDNESS, SECOND LANGUAGE - not available for purchase
Julie Farkas

In The Art of Recklessness, Dean Young writes: "Our language is always a second language and its expressivity resides not just in our proficiency with it but in our playful struggle and ineptitude." This lecture will explore creative translations, secret languages, and childhood.

RE-THINKING REVISION
Deanne Gertner

Established, successful writers swear by revision but precious few tackle the subject head-on. This lecture will help you re-examine your preconceptions about the revision process—the when, how, and why—as well as arm you with strategies and new lenses through which to look at both your writing practice and your work in progress. By the end of our forty-five minutes together, you'll re-see revision not as a chore but as the ultimate act of creativity in fiction writing.
AN INVITATION TO EXPERIENCE
Graham Gregg

Does biography affect authentication, authorship and readership? How? "The wind will scatter you. But before long/a stone will echo/what I say, and young men and young women,/grown tall, will understand it."—Miklos Radnoti.
A HEROIC INTROSPECTION: THE MEMOIRIST’S ARCHETYPAL JOURNEY
Susan Hall

This lecture will consider the classical archetypal hero’s journey as a format and guideline for memoir. It will cover Christopher Vogler’s stages of the Hero’s Journey from his book The Writer’s Journey and will apply these stages to Abigail Thomas’s memoir Safekeeping. The focus of the lecture will be on the current-day author as protagonist (vs. her persona from the past) as she journeys through her own memories and battles introspectively within the memoir writing process. 


THE ART AND ARDOR OF LETTERS: WHEN CORRESPONDENCE FUELS CREATIVITY
Jane Hart
An exploration of what can blossom in exchanged letters—the intimacies and discoveries—and an examination of the correspondence of artists, from Van Gogh to Julia Child to Dickinson to Keats, and how their long distance sharing of ideas generated new and different creative works.

THE LITERARY VALUE OF CONFESSION

Haley Hendershot
This lecture will discuss qualities that are specific to confessional poetry, a phrase coined by M.L. Rosenthal in 1959.” It will also explore the work of some of the initial poets labeled as confessionalists like Robert Lowell and Sylvia Plath as well as living poets such as Sharon Olds and Marie Howe.
GODZILLA VS. KILLER: THE ART OF POETRY
Darren Higgins

To be discussed: monsters, cave paintings, William Blake, children’s drawings, Shaker furniture, Lorine Niedecker, weaving, Native American treaties, shadow boxes, Susan Howe, and pie.
SATIRE: A FUNNY WAY TO ARGUE - not available for purchase
Benjamin Langston

This is an in-depth study of Horatian satire, which is the playful, witty, and self-effacing type of satire.
HELLO AND GOOD-BYE: HOW THE FIRST THREE SENTENCES AND THE LAST THREE SENTENCES OF MEMORABLE LITERATURE BURN INTO OUR MEMORY
Nancy Levine
I’ll be discussing the hellos and good-byes of F. Scott Fitzgerald, Kazuo Ishiguro, Raymond Carver, Joan Didion and Connie May Fowler. What’s found in memorable beginnings and endings and is there a link between the opening and the conclusion of the work? Please bring the first three sentences and last three sentences of something you are working on and would be comfortable sharing with us.  
YOU MEAN, WE HAVE TO TALK?
Adrienne Love

Characters must interact on the page, otherwise stories fail. This lecture will discuss how to bring characters together again and again, so they can really hash it out with each other.
FULL HOUSE: METAPHOR AS FAMILY IN CREATIVE NONFICTION
Hollie Loveless

This lecture will examine how to identify organic metaphors in creative nonfiction essays written by Bernard Cooper, Jo Ann Beard, and Anne Finger. Though these essays range from the traditional to the experimental, all of them reveal tremendous breadth when it comes to their metaphorical propensity.

USING EVERYTHING: PATTERN MAKING IN GERTRUDE STEIN’S “MELANCTHA,” ROBERT WALSER’S “NOTHING AT ALL,” AND SAM LIPSYTE’S “THE WRONG ARM”
Jason Lucarelli

Writing about the work of Gertrude Stein, scholar and literary critic Fredrick J. Hoffman writes, “Repetition is an essential strategy in composition; it guarantees similarity and forces the consciousness upon the nature of the thing seen while at the same time it provides the avenue along which movement and change may occur." Word patterns operate along such an avenue, and in my lecture, I will examine the relational nature of repeating word patterns in the works above as they initiate motive and intention, develop conflict and characterization, and convey action and counteraction.

THE Rx CONSULTANT: PRESCRIPTION DRUGS AND POETRY
Georganna Millman

An exploration of how poets use prescription drugs as an artistic tool to convey the human condition.
“FROM THE DISTANCE, WE LOOK SO TERRIBLY HUMAN” – THE POETICS OF DOCUMENTARY
Nashwa Nasreldin

Exploring the parallels between the art forms of poetry and the 'poetic' documentary film, we'll look at techniques common to both genres. We'll also look at ways that learning to think visually can make for more powerful creative writing.
WRITING TO THE CENTER: WHEN HOME IS NOT A PLACE
Kathryn Pauli

A memoirist who has wandered the world may find it difficult to find the backdrop against which to reveal herself, to understand the inward depths from which her life arises, even to recognize her own metaphors. This lecture will examine how such writers have sought (in the words of Scott Russell Sanders) “that center, that condition of wholeness” for which we all long.
GOODNESS KNOWS SOMETHING OF BEAUTY: MORALITY AND CONTEMPORARY SHORT FICTION
Martha Petersen
How does morality inform fiction? In attempting to answer this question, we will examine two very different short stories, "The Babysitter" by Robert Coover and "A Father's Story" by Andre Dubus. We will discuss how these stories engage (or not) with moral struggle and what this means within the relationship of implied author, reader, and text. Both stories are available online.

IMAGINING HISTORY: CREATING TRUE SCENES YOU’VE NEVER SEEN
Patrick Ross

This lecture explores how biographers make use of the tools of scene--senses, detail, even dialogue--to bring to life true stories from history that the authors never witnessed.  These biographers walk a fine line between fact and fiction, with some differences of opinion among them on where that line resides. The lessons are useful for anyone wishing to incorporate historical incidents into their own creative writing.
THE VITALITY OF THE LYRIC ESSAY
Kelley Rossier

An exploration of the lyric essay as a dynamic, living entity, which I discovered during my travels to Slovenia, Iceland and Italy, as I searched anywhere I could for a reasonable answer to my young husband’s suffering and death.  What I found was a sensual and vital writing form, which allowed a vigorous exploration of my grief: the unreasonable lyric essay.

LAUGH IT OFF: HOW HUMOR IN FICTION LETS US DIG DEEPER
Kate Senecal

It's part of the human condition to search for laughter in the face of great pain. Not surprisingly, humor plays an important role in fiction's capacity to talk about human experiences that involve emotional pain. When done well, comedy can make a story come alive as a replica of authentic human experience by letting us know that no matter how messed up things get, on some level we're all always pretty okay if we can find a way to laugh about it – and really, as writers, what else are we here to do besides find a way for it to feel all right to be a person in the world? I'll examine the techniques that incorporate humor in this fashion in short stories by Lorrie Moore, George Saunders. 

SPECIALIZED LANGUAGE: A HORTICULTURAL EXAMPLE
Shawn Stradley

Specialized language derived from unique fields of study, occupations, hobbies, vocations and recreation in poetry provides context, texture, authenticity, credibility, depth, and information that can isolate setting, expand metaphor, and create additional opportunity to explore language through unique associations. Specialized language triggers memory, personal association, and drives emotional content.

CAN YOU SAY IT THAT WAY ANYMORE?

THOUGHTS ON SELF-EXPRESSION AND CONCEPTUAL WRITING

Drew Swenhaugen

To borrow from the conceptual poet Craig Dworkin, I wonder what a completely non-expressive poem would look like? A poetry that is fully conceived based on intellect rather than emotion? By looking at conceptual artists of the past as well as how the digital internet era has revolutionized language, a very critical discussion must arise in creative writing programs that grapples these questions of language and expression.
THINGS MEAN THINGS
Rachel Thompson

Italo Calvino tells us that the “moment an object appears in a narrative, it becomes charged with special force.” We will unpack the power of the object in fiction, examining how objects function on the literal and symbolic level in a narrative text and become more powerful and emotionally resonant through repetition. We will look at the importance of significant objects in Flannery O’Connor’s “Good Country People” and Louise Erdrich’s Love Medicine. 
BHAKTI & KIRTAN: WHEN A POEM IS A PRAYERFUL SHOUTHOUSE
Emily Vizzo

The bhakti path in yoga celebrates ecstatic love, sometimes expressed through kirtan incantations that whirl participants outside of themselves and into sacred territory. This lecture examines the “heaping up” of poetry, especially the great bhakti adventures of submission and imperfection, through the ecstatic works of artists such as Kabir, Mirabai, Yusef Komunyakaa, Amy Gerstler, C.D. Wright, Gerald Stern, Manu Chao, and James Tate. 

GETTING YOUR STORY OFF THE GROUND: EXPLORING DESIRE/RESISTANCE PATTERNS IN THE SHORT STORY PLOT STRUCTURE

Laura Warrell

By engaging in a rigorous study of two stories, we will examine how desire and resistance play out in the short story form and explore the devices authors use to make a story’s inner conflict come alive.    

MIXING AND MASTERING BEATS
Jessica Washburn

A look at how modern and contemporary poets, including Lorine Niedecker and D.A. Powell, use prosody to write eccentric poetic forms in the era of free verse.

HOW TO BECOME A BETTER PERSON (AND A BETTER WRITER)
Michelle Webster-Hein

Spirituality is undoubtedly a slippery topic. Nevertheless, a great number of writers have found that spiritual practice fuels their craft, enabling them to engage more deeply with their material and to cultivate a sustainable daily practice.  In my lecture, I’ll be exploring some of the key overlaps between spiritual and artistic growth. I’ll also suggest ways to integrate spiritual practice into everyday situations and, ultimately, into your work.   
TEN TIPS (NOT REALLY) FOR THE RESEARCH-DRIVEN PROJECT

Jonathan White

A look at some of the basic elements of research—how to start, how to plan for and manage fieldwork, interviews, travel, gratitude, and luck.
YOU HAVE BEAUTIFUL LINES
Lynn Zitta

The notion of the line has been interpreted by architects, mathematicians, artists, travelers, and so on. My concept of lines and the space they occupy stems from my experience as both a dancer and poet. Looking at the function and movement of lines in poetry, we will discover techniques that leave us inspired and exhausted by their beauty.  

