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Objectives:  This class is a journey into poetry.  What is poetry, anyway?  Why do people write it?  What makes poetry one of the world’s oldest and most respected art forms?  The goal of the course is not to learn the history of poetry, not to study the top l00 famous poems, not to hand out wrenches and screwdrivers for disassembling poems.  It is to learn how to read a poem and, along the way, to learn to love poetry.

To that end, we will look at poetry the way a poet looks at it.  We will write some poetry and do some exercises that might reproduce what poets do when they write.  We will emphasize the ways in which poetry is like play.  We will read poetry aloud.  We will memorize some.

The Texts for the course are Western Wind by John Frederick Nims, American Primitive by Mary Oliver, Picnic, Lightning by Billy Collins, The Shadow of Sirius, by W. S. Merwin, A Deed to the Light by Jeanne Murray Walker, and Elizabeth Bishop’s Complete Poems.   

We will read the Nims text as a way of developing vocabulary to talk about what we notice in the poems we read.   The anthology at the back of the Nims will give you poetry from a wide range of voices, styles, and historical periods, but from that anthology you will not get a clear sense of any one voice.  You’ll get those from the short volumes.  And I am asking you to read Elizabeth Bishop’s entire volume to see the voice and development of one poet over a lifetime.   You will fall in love with some of these poets and want to find more of their work.  The library carries their books.

Buying the Books.   You must own copies of the texts and you must bring books to class on the appropriate days.  The books are not available in their entirety on line and  you will not do well in the course if you don’t have access to all the poems in each book.  You may not bring a computer to class as a substitute for the book.     

NB:  Transferring into the class late does not exempt you from the requirement to buy the books and bring them to class.  If you cannot find the books in the book store, it is your responsibility to order them on line. 
 
The Cost of Books.  Anthologies, particularly, are very expensive.  It is possible sometimes to order cheaper used copies on line, but you can’t afford to wait for weeks for shipping.  Occasionally students share books, but if you plan to do that, you must have a clear plan for who buys the book when—and who will bring it to class, where you can share it.  Whatever you do, you must have access to the text both outside of and in class, from day one.  It’s impossible to talk at length about a poem without the text.   Please bear in mind that book stores send unsold books back to the publishers about three weeks into the semester and you may not be able to purchase them from local stores after that.  

How To Read A Poem.  The reading for this course will not involve hundreds of pages a week, as it would if we were studying the novel.  In terms of pages, the reading “load” will be light.  That’s because reading a page-long poem requires much more time than reading a page of a novel.   Feel free to read the poems assigned for the day in any order.  Have fun.  See which ones you like best.

Then go back and read them again.  Ask yourself questions.  Who is talking in the poem?  What’s the poet’s attitude?  Is the poem making something happen?  What?  Why does the poet break the lines where he/she does?  What are the important nouns and verbs?   Are there any comparisons (or metaphors)?  What words sound alike?  What worries or angers the poet?  What do you feel like saying back?  You’ll develop more and better questions as the semester goes on.

Finally, read the poems aloud.  There is no substitute for doing this.  Consider it rehearsal.  You’ll often be asked to read them aloud in class.  Sometimes these readings will be assigned in advance.  At other times they won’t.  I expect you to be able to pronounce all the words in the assigned poems and to have looked up words you do not know.   

The two most important papers in the class will be close readings of poems.  You will not find interpretations of these poems on line.  Although they are poems of published and well known poets, they have been written very recently.   The point of these papers is to see how well you can understand and explain a poem on your own.  

Walking Out Of Class.  Once you get to class, please do not get up and leave unless you are too ill to stay.   

Electronic Equipment.  Please do not use either your computer or your phone in class.  

Office Hours.  Please feel welcome to come to office hours at any time.  If you are not free during the office hours but want to see me, we’ll arrange another time.  You can come to talk about your work, the class, writing in general, or whatever you want.  If you come to talk about your work, please bring a copy with you.

Attendance Policy.  We will discuss poems during every class and during many classes we will write improvisational work.  If you are absent for class discussions and/or for improvisations, your grade will suffer from missed work which you cannot make up. For this reason, you need to be present at every class session.  There will be three free unexcused absences.  

If you are sick or have a death in the family, PLEASE EMAIL OR CALL DR. WALKER BEFORE YOU MISS A CLASS (610-660-5230) AND AT THE NEXT CLASS SESSION BRING A NOTE FROM A DOCTOR OR DOCUMENTATION THAT EXPLAINS YOUR ABSENCE.  Absences without documentation are unexcused.  With each unexcused absence, your grade will descend by half a point.  For example, if you have earned an A- and you have an unexcused absence, you will be given a B+, and so on, down the ladder. Three late entrances will equal an absence.  Every semester students fail simply because they refuse to come to class.  As Woody Allen said, Nine tenths of success is showing up.    

THE SEVENTH TIME YOU MISS CLASS, YOU WILL FAIL.

Written assignments.  During the semester you will be asked to write 1) two papers that give a close reading of a poem,  2) one original poem written in form  the drafts that have led to that poem, 3) revisions of the papers (if necessary), and 4) a mid-semester reflection on what you have learned.  (All papers with a grade of B- or below must be revised by two weeks after you get them back from me.)  You should keep a journal, which you will turn in at the end of the semester.  

Turning in work on time.  No late papers will be accepted.  In return, I pledge to give your papers back with comments within one week of the date you turn them in.  At the latest, all papers, including revisions, must be turned in two weeks before the end of the semester.   After that, no papers or revisions of your papers will be accepted.

Turning in paper copies of your work.  I do not accept papers by email attachment.  Please turn in a paper copy of your at the beginning of the class when the paper is due.

Extra Credit.  This class involves a good deal of writing and an ambitious schedule of other work.  Students’ grades will be based on doing the work well as it comes due.  No one will be given extra credit for doing extra work.

Mid Semester and Final Exam:  There will be a mid semester and a final exam.  

Scansion Quiz.  To pass the course, you must pass a scansion quiz.  This will be based on the Nims anthology, Chapters 9 and 10, and on many short scansion sessions in class.  On the exam you may be asked to scan a poem.
   
Revision.  You are welcome to revise any paper that receives a B- or higher at any time until two weeks before the end of the semester.  Students who receive a C or below must revise the paper and turn it in two weeks after getting it back with the grade.  

It's worth noting that poems and essays rarely arrive finished even to the greatest writers; they are usually revised into existence.  When you revise something, you cannot wreck it because you'll still have the original. It's always smart to look at your work with an eye to revising; you might make something better.

The Writing Center.  If you receive a C or below on one of your close reading papers, please take it to the writing center or come to see me during office hours.  Then revise the paper and turn it in again with the first draft.

Journal.  Keep a journal in which you write all the assignments listed below.  (Please date them!)  Also, make notes about ideas or techniques from poems we read, ideas for poems, words that appeal to you, metaphors, exercises from class, and your observations and arguments with and about the world.  Especially keep track of your insights as you change during the semester.  You must do these journal assignments carefully.  Although I will not look at them during the semester, I will review them carefully at the end. 

Portfolio.  During the semester you need to keep copies of all your papers and revisions.  When you turn in a revision you must staple it to the first draft.   When you turn in your second paper, you should staple that to your first paper.  The point of this is to get you to read my comments on your papers more than once and consider them when you write your revision.  Please always staple the final draft on the top.  You may be asked to turn in your portfolio at the end of the class.
  
Grading Policy.   Your journal, class discussion, memorized poem, and improvs (which we will do in class or which you will write in your journal) will count as 25%.   Each paper will be worth 20%.  The poem you compose, your memorized recitation, a satisfactory score on the scansion quiz, and the mid-semester reflection will be ungraded, but you must turn them in to pass the course.   The mid-semester exam will count for 10% and the final will count for 25%.

Memorizing a poem:  Choose a poem of at least 14 lines, memorize it, and sign up for a date when you will recite it to the class.  You must complete this assignment before the end of November.  Please remind me at the beginning of the class session you are scheduled to recite.

T.A.   We’re very lucky to have Andres Cerpa as our T.A. this semester.  Andres is an English major and a writer who won several of last year’s major Caesura awards for poetry.  He’ll set up a regular time to meet with students outside of class and he’ll be working with us in class as well.  Please feel free to stop by and talk with him about your papers, your reading for class, the poem you will be writing, or anything else.    

Schedule of Assignments.   If all goes well, we will follow this schedule.  But each class has its own speed and temperament, so be prepared for some changes.  One thing is certain.  We will not have time to discuss in class each of the poems you are assigned to read.  If you’re having trouble understanding the poems we do not discuss in class, please stop by my office or talk to our Andres, our TA.  


DATE				READING			WRITTEN ASSIGNMENT
				
Sept 1				Introduction 	
Sept 3   			“Hook”  in class		    Start your journal.
Labor Day
Sept 8				“One Art” in class
Sept 10			Nims, poets born after 1970	
Sept 13			Nims, poets born after 1955	
Sept 15			Nims, poets born after 1945
Sept 17			Nims, poets born after 1935	   Close reading of a poem
Sept 20			Nims, poets born after 1920
Sept 22			Nims, poets born after 1905
Sept 24			Nims, poets born after 1883
Sept 27			Mary Oliver, Nims Chap. 1
Sept 29			Mary Oliver, Nims Chap 2
Oct 1				Mary Oliver, Nims Chap 3
Oct 4     			W. S. Merwin 
Oct 6				W. S. Merwin
Oct 8				W. S. Merwin
Oct 11				Jeanne Murray Walker, Nims, Chap 6
Oct 13				Jeanne Murray Walker
Oct 15				Jeanne Murray Walker
Oct 18				Billy Collins			Mid Semester Reflection
Oct 20 				Billy Collins
Oct 22				MID SEMESTER EXAM
Oct 25				Elizabeth Bishop, Nims Chap 9		
Oct 27				Elizabeth Bishop
Oct 29				Elizabeth Bishop, Nims Chap 10  Close reading of a poem
Nov 1				Elizabeth Bishop
Nov 3				Elizabeth Bishop
Nov 5				Bring in favorite poems	Bring in your favorite poem
Nov 8				Nims through Shakespeare              to read and discuss
Nov 10				Nims Shakespeare, Herbert and Donne
Nov 12				Nims  through John Donne    	
Nov 15    			Nims through Marvell
Nov 17				Nims through Waller
Nov 19				Nims through Milton
Nov 22				Sestina, Sonnet, Villanelle	Final Revisions
Thanksgiving
Nov 29				Nims through Smart
Dec 1				Nims TBA   			Your formal poem
Dec 3				Nims TBA
Dec 6				Nims TBA
Dec 8				Nims TBA


TBA				FINAL EXAM
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