Syllabus for Senior Seminar 

Workshop in Poetic Forms & Theory of Forms

Cory Brown, Writing Department

Description

This is an advanced poetry writing workshop and theory seminar intended to help you, who have (preferably) had Poetry Writing I and II, further develop your skills by focusing on the study and practice of traditional forms in Western poetry—such as the sonnet, villanelle, ballad, and sestina—and conventional elements of prosody, such as meter, rhythm, and rhyme. The course also includes the practice of synthesizing traditionally formal elements with free verse. Our discussions of theories of poetry and poetry writing will include such topics as the relationship between poetry and music; some common definitions of lyricism, which involve theories on poetic closure; and assumptions concerning the function and value of image and metaphor in contemporary poetry as opposed to, say, rhetoric. We will also study the history, the major movements and concerns, of 20th Century American poetry.

It is felt that these theoretical and historical analyses could have significant bearing on decisions you make concerning the process of composition and/or the nature of the poems you write in the future.

Brief Historical Background of American Poetic Formalism
In the last twenty years or so, a growing debate has emerged among contemporary poets concerning the value in contemporary poetry of traditional meter and form.
 Of course, disciplined uses of meter and form have been significant to English poetry from its inception, but since around 1960 poets have largely abandoned that tradition because they perceived it to be technically restrictive and, as most of the arguments of the time say or imply, politically and spiritually inhibiting. This poetic revolution of the sixties and seventies resulted in the dominance of free verse. 


However, since around 1980 a small but growing number of poets have rebelled against that dominance, arguing that it has spawned a body of poetry that is bland and overwhelmingly homogenous. The more rebellious among this group argue that with no traditional form and meter the free verse poet must compensate by foregrounding the poem’s confessional qualities, thus compounding the technical dearth with an overly-emotive self-indulgence. The arguments of the less rebellious are often pedagogical: that no matter what form young poets choose to write in, with a formal study of prosody they could broaden their range of technique and possibly write technically and perhaps even thematically richer poetry. 

Course Goals

Presuming that you are subjects of your time as much as the rest of us, the form of most of your poetry is probably free verse. This course is designed to give you an opportunity to develop poetry writing skills that all poets writing before, say, 1960 (even those vers libre poets of the 20’s and 30’s) considered necessary to their craft—indeed, they would not have considered themselves poets did they not have these skills. It is believed that writing majors interested in poetry writing, especially those of you who have declared it your formal concentration, would benefit from a study of traditional form and meter and should be given the opportunity to put your study into practice. 


But the purpose of the course is not to proselytize. It is understood that these formal skills you learn probably will be most useful to you in the context of the skills you already have, so although the course focuses on traditional forms and not free verse it is hoped that this study will increase your ability to cross-fertilize the two. In fact, the course contends that not only do the two forms complement one another, but that we should, as the contemporary poet David Wojahn argues, abandon our “two party system in regard to our thinking about form.” (Accordingly, to give you the opportunity to merge the formal skills with your free verse skills, two or three times during the semester, say every three or four weeks, we will workshop new free verse poems of yours.)


Though you are still writing at a formative level, by the time you enroll in this course you presumably will have attained a degree of skill allowing you to take on these challenges, and it is felt that you are more likely to succeed in doing so in the supportive atmosphere of a classroom workshop.

Logistics

Mondays & Wednesdays.  Workshopping formed poems:

We will begin workshopping new poems each Monday, continuing into Wednesday if necessary. What form will you write each week? In alphabetical order, you will individually select the form for the week, telling us preferably a full week in advance of your choice. (So Matt Berical will tell us asap what form we are to write for Monday 29th and on that Monday Jessie Brown will tell us what form we are to write for the following week. And so on.) We have two required textbooks specifically on forms that can provide help with your choice.

Each of you is responsible for providing copies of your work to the class on Mondays, at which time we will collate them together into that week’s packet (maybe I’ll supply the stapler, maybe I won’t).

Wednesdays and Fridays. Discussing History and Theory:

First Half  of the semester:
For the first few weeks of the semester, we will focus our study on the history and theory of American poetry, using Dana Gioia’s two-book set. In the anthology of poetry volume are ten chapters, roughly in chronological order, covering the history of 20th century American poetry. I would like us to study seven or eight of those chapters, in chronological order, reading, in addition to Gioia’s introduction to that chapter, one poet’s poems in that chapter and his or her accompanying theory essay in the other Gioia volume. So in class we will discuss these three parts of the reading: 1) Gioia’s intro to the period 2) one poet’s poems and 3) that same poet’s theory essay. (You will write a summary of the chapter’s introduction and a response to the individual poet’s poetry and theory essay, due on the day we are to begin the discussion of the reading, usually on Wednesdays.)

Second Half of the semester:
For the rest of the semester, four or five weeks, we’ll study chapters from our other theory book, Reading Poetry: Intro to Theories, Histories, & Conventions, Furniss and Bath. 

Who will lead these discussions and of what chapters? 

Between now and Friday (26th), take a look at these chapters and on Friday tell me which of them interests you (a list of 2 or 3 would help, in order of your preference), and I will set up a schedule for us. Since it’s likely that you do not have the Furniss & Bath book, because you will have to get it online, I will provide you today with a photocopy of that book’s table of contents. So please bring your list on Friday, and if you don’t or don’t discuss with me what chapters interest you, then I will assign you a chapter. 

Summaries of/Responses to Readings:

Some writing is required for each reading: again, for the Gioia readings, you will write a summary of the chapter’s introduction and a response to the individual poet’s poetry and theory essay; for the Furniss & Bath readings, you will write only a summary. These summaries & responses count 30% of your final grade.

Final Grade:

30% final poetry portfolio (this will consist of at least one poem written in each 


form we study)
30% theory paper, 10-15 pages

30% summaries of & responses to reading material 

10% leading class discussion and class participation

Required Texts

Praxis: 

The Making of a Poem: A Norton Anthology of Poetic Forms, Strand & Boland.

The Exaltation of Forms, Annie Finch and Kathrine Varnes, eds.

Theory and History:
Reading Poetry: Intro to Theories, Histories, & Conventions, Furniss and Bath.

Twentieth-Century American Poetry, Gioia et al. (an anthology invaluable for its 



delineation’s of  American poetry trends and “schools” in the last century).
Twentieth-Century American Poetics: Poets on the Art of Poetry, Gioia et al. (this 

is the companion book to Gioia’s anthololgy)

Suggested Texts

Praxis 

The Sounds of Poetry, Robert Pinsky.

The Poetry Dictionary, John Drury

Rules for the Dance, Mary Oliver.

Rhyme’s Reason, John Hollander

A Prosody Handbook, Karl Shapiro

Contemporary American Poetry: Behind the Scenes, Ryan Van Cleave
Theory

New Expansive Poetry: Theory, Criticism, History, R. S. Gwynn 

The Celestial Twins: Poetry and Music Through the Ages, H. T. Kirby-Smith.

Ends of the Lyric, Timothy Bahti

Poetry and the Fate of the Senses, Susan Stewart
Metaphysician in the Dark (Poets on Poetry), Charles Simic.
� This debate is almost identical to the one in the 1920’s between poetry writing traditionalists on the one hand and advocates of vers libre (Eliot and Pound among them) on the other.
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