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INTRODUCTION

“Poetry Planet” is an umbrella course for students working on independent reading and research in poetry.  The course was piloted by Professor Susan Tichy several years ago and most of the shape of the course and the language of this syllabus is credited to her. 

Designed primarily for those preparing to take the MFA reading exam at the end of their second year in the program, the course will serve as a model for “writerly reading” while helping you to accomplish a significant portion of your research and study for the exam.

You will develop a twenty poet reading lists and reading list rationales, assemble bibliographies, organize study groups, and begin a reading program designed to culminate in the MFA exam.

It is expected that each of you will read 5-7 poets from your list during this semester, and that the work you do here will provide a solid beginning, as well as a usable model, for the rest of your reading and research.

Requirements include an annotated bibliography, reading journals, class presentations, and poems in imitation of, or in response to the poets you are reading. The instructor will model research and reading processes and guests to the class may lead or take part in discussion, but most of your work will be pursued independently.

You will be encouraged to form study groups with classmates who are reading some of the same poets. It is also expected, and very much hoped, that you will give each other inspiration, practical aid, and encouragement, beyond what can be prescribed by a course requirement.

Students in programs other than the MFA, who are taking this course in connection with a thesis or other project, please email an outline of your plans and plan to talk to the instructor on the first night of class. You should consult your academic advisor regarding the scope and chronology of your work.







SCHEDULE

August 30
Introduction to the course and to exam process

September 6
Developing a reading list.
Tracking from poet to poet, refining concepts, bibliographic resources, mining faculty and peer expertise. 

September 13
Bring to class a current draft of your reading list. Try to have at least 10-12 poets established by this date.

Developing a reading model.
Close reading, circumstances of production, literary affiliations, reading via poetic response and imitation. Discussion will include some third-year MFA students who have just completed this process.

Form study groups and groups will meet during class to set agendas and assign responsibilities.

Establish schedule for student-led discussion.


September 20
Bring to class a draft of your rationale for review and discussion.

Due today: a list of the five to seven poets whose body of work you plan to read this semester.

Study groups will work together toward presentations.

September 27
NO CLASS Attend Fall for the Book events

October 4
Student presentations.

October 11
Student presentations.
Around this time, Bill Miller will call for your preference forms for thesis director. Once assignments are made you should meet with your director and also establish and meet with the rest of your committee.

October 18
Student Presentations

October 25
Student presentations


November 1
A session of close-reading of individual poems and creative responses to poems

November 8
A session of close-reading of individual poems and creative responses to poems

November 15
20 poet exam list due.
Practice exam questions in class

November 18
Student presentations

November 22
Thanksgiving Break

November 29
Student presentations

December 6


REQUIREMENTS
The primary work for this course is your individual preparation for the MFA exam, or a project of comparable scale undertaken for another degree track. To those ends, the following are required:

1) You must turn in to me a voluminous reading notebook covering 5-7 poets on your list, including such things as annotated bibliographies photocopies of secondary readings (with notes or annotations) annotations of poems, writing exercises based on the poets’ work
poems in response to the poets’ work.

I will look at your accumulating notebooks twice during the semester (or you may post to the class Wiki)  Their format and organization is entirely up to you, but you must provide me with a map to find my way through. We will look at these materials together in conference, either during or outside of class time. 40% of final grade.

Your second notebook should include either a list or actual photocopies for your “exam anthology” for each of the poets your notebooks cover.

2) You must provide to the class a formal annotated bibliography for at least one poet. This bibliography should be defined and limited by a line of inquiry. For example, not “an anthology on William Carlos Williams,” but “an anthology presenting three major critical ideas about William Carlos Williams,” or “William Carlos Williams and the visual arts,” or “William Carlos Williams’ later poems.” 10% of final grade

Bibliographies must be in MLA style and submitted as e-mail attachments in Word or rtf format. 

3) You must lead or share in leading at least two classroom discussions, each contributing 10% to your final grade. 

At least one must be on a single poet, focused on critical ideas, circumstance of production (biography, historical milieu, etc.), or language and form.
The other discussion may be formulated in the same way, or may focus on a pair or group of poets.

At least one week prior to your discussion dates, you should e-mail a short list of readings, including both poems and secondary sources, on which your discussion will be based.

4) You must create writing exercises modeled on or responding to the work of your poets, and you must write poems in response to your own or others’ exercises. 20% of final grade.

The best exercises are usually those focused on particular aspects of the work they respond to, so I’ll ask you to write short introductions to three of your exercises and formally submit them to the class (as e-mail attachments).

5) Attendance & Participation: Attendance is required.

Participation: 10% of final grade. In a sense, this entire course is about participation--action, rather--toward an end that lies outside the frame of the course. Lack of attendance, or lack of participation in or preparation for discussions led by others will result in a reduced grade.

6) Lastly, though perhaps it should be firstly, you are asked to share with each other informally: post bibliographic finds, useful links, writing exercises, and your own poems for class access. The informal interactions of this class may turn out to be more important than its formal requirements.










Some online resources in no particular order:

Modern American Poetry
http://www.english.uiuc.edu/maps/index.htm

Poetry Society of America
http://www.poetrysociety.org

Electronic Poetry Center
http://epc.buffalo.edu/

Academy of American Poets
http://www.poets.org/

Poetry Daily 
http://www.poems.com/

Representative Poetry Online
http://rpo.library.utoronto.ca/display/

Poets and Writers
http://www.pw.org/

UbuWeb
http://www.ubu.com/

The Poetry Center
http://www.sfsu.edu/~poetry/

Associated Writing Programs
http://www.awpwriter.org/

American Verse Project
http://quod.lib.umich.edu/a/amverse/

Favorite Poem Project
http://www.bu.edu/favoritepoem/

Poets House
http://www.poetshouse.org/

Contemporary Poetry Review
http://www.cprw.com/

Poem Present
http://www.cprw.com/
Poetry Exam Guidelines:
1.) You may not register for the first three semester hours of thesis until your MFA Reading List has been approved by your committee.
2.) You may not register for your final three semester hours of thesis until you have passed your MFA exam.
3.) It is in your interest to begin your MFA Reading List early, so that it can help shape your reading and course work. Your list will be reviewed and approved by the members of your thesis committee, so you need to have formed the committee before you can get the list approved. Prior to the formation of your thesis committee, however, any member of the MFA poetry faculty will be happy to discuss the exam process or advise you on drafts of a list.
4.) Your thesis committee consists of the Thesis Director and two other members of the faculty. At least one member of your committee must be on the poetry MFA faculty, and at least one must be from outside the poetry MFA faculty. You are strongly encouraged to discuss your list with all members of your committee, since they will compose and evaluate your exam.
The MFA Reading List :
1.) Your MFA Reading List should consist of 20 poets.
2.) You may submit your list for approval any time after the completion of 12 semester hours of coursework in the Mason MFA Program, and you must submit a list for approval before the completion of 36 semester hours.
3.) Lists should be headed:
[your name] MFA Exam Reading List Anticipated exam date: [semester, year]
4.) Lists should group poets in two columns:
"Major" and "Minor."
5.) Within each column, poets should be listed by full name and in chronological order, with birth (and death) dates after each name.
6.) Lists should conclude with signature lines:
Thesis Director:                             Date:         
Committee Member:                      Date:         
Committee Member:                      Date:         
7.) At least 10 of the poets must be writers we are willing to consider "major" in the context of the exam. A "major poet" is defined as a writer of enduring interest and demonstrated influence, a poet who has a significant body of work and about whom there is a substantial body of secondary literature.
The categories "major" and "minor" are necessarily ambiguous. There can be no doubt that Sappho, Homer, Dante, Shakespeare, Milton, Wordsworth, Blake, Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Yeats, Rilke, Williams, H.D., Moore, and Eliot are "major" by our definition. Amy Lowell, in the other hand, was certainly influential among her contemporaries but does not, today, appear to have a great deal of "enduring interest." In 1750 or 1850, John Donne was considered a poet of limited interest and of little influence beyond his time; by 1950 he was a poet of "enduring interest and demonstrated influence" about whom there was an immense "secondary literature."
Your list will, of course, reflect your own tastes and contain poets who have been important to you as a writer. But the importance of the poet to you is not relevant to the major/minor criteria. "Kahlil Gibran was the first poet I ever read and has been a major inspiration to me, therefore Gibran is a major poet?"
One good way to compose your list is to begin with the poets you would like to include and then do a little research in standard library references such as Contemporary Authors, Dictionary of Literary Biography, and Contemporary Literary Criticism. Who were the important influences on those poets? And who were the poets they rejected? For example, if you begin with William Carlos Williams, you will find that John Keats was an important early influence. You will certainly want to include Walt Whitman, and you need to learn about the Symbolists, Imagists and Objectivists. You will find W Carlos W had important connections to Spanish poetry. Among Williams' fellow-travelers you will find H.D., Ezra Pound, Wallace Stevens, and Marianne Moore; among the poets he couldn't abide, T.S. Eliot and the poets of the New Criticism; among the poets he influenced, Charles Olson, Robert Lowell, Denise Levertov, and Allen Ginsberg.
8.) With very rare exceptions, all poets on your list must have published at least two books.
9.) If you include poets in translation, you are expected to have considered multiple translations (where available) and/or to have made some effort to appreciate the poetry in its original language. You are urged to have no more than 1/5 of your list be writers in translation. If a list is weighted heavily toward work in translation, a student should be prepared for exam questions about the art of translation and the difference among translations of a given poet.
10.) At least five of the poets on your list must have written their work before the Twentieth Century. At least two poets must be before the Nineteenth Century, meaning poets who died prior to 1800 or who wrote all of their poems before 1800. You are encouraged in this category to include as many poets writing in English as possible.
11.) Poets on the list may not be current Mason faculty.
12.) Reading lists are expected to include both men and women and to reflect aesthetic diversity; other kinds of diversity are encouraged.
13.) When you submit your list for approval, include a typed 250-500 word prose rationale for it, discussing the reason for your choices and the various lines of influence and affiliation you see among the writers. Every poet on the list nee not fit into a seamless scheme. Several lines of interest, as well as affiliation and influence, will form a typical reading list. In many cases, a couple of names will not fit into any scheme at all.
Preparing for Your MFA Exam:
1.) You are expected to have read "all" of the work by the poets on your list. That means all the poetry as well as significant or representative work in other genres (such as fiction, drama, autobiography, literary criticism, etc.) You should read criticism of the poets on your list, and where available, biography.
2.) A "masterlist" of questions from past MFA exams is available in the English department main office. You are welcome-indeed encouraged-to read this list and/or copy it. There is no guarantee that any questions on the masterlist will appear on your exam, but most exams consist of questions from the masterlist and some new questions. Each exam is different and is composed by the MFA candidate's thesis committee for the student. The main usefulness of the masterlist for you is to acquaint you with the kinds of questions you may encounter and the kinds of thinking and writing that may be called for. When you consult the masterlist, notice that the contents are divided into four big categories: (1) Subjects and Themes, Periods and Traditions: (2) Formal Elements and Conventions; (3) Influence, Affiliation, "movements," Comparison and Contrast; (4) Relation of the List to the Students Own Writing & More Playful or Imaginative Questions. Although each exam comes together according to its own internal logic (and the logic of the reading list upon which it is based), most exams offer one or more questions in each category.
3.) You should make practice exams for yourself based upon questions from the masterlist, giving yourself an hour to answer each question.
4.) All students are encouraged to take Poetry Planet to read for the exam. As well, you are encouraged to form informal study groups.
5.) Our best exams have come from students who have compiled detailed study notebooks on the poets on their lists. If you are precise in your note-taking, giving full citation for books and journal articles and reviews, and careful in distinguishing your ideas from those of the critics and poets you are reading, these notebooks will be useful to you not only for the exam, but forever as you teach, read, and think about poetry.
Scheduling Your MFA Exam:
1.) MFA Poetry students take the exam the summer after their second year and must have formed their MFA exam and thesis committee of three professors (at least one member must NOT be an MFA faculty poet) by March 1 and must schedule the exam with the graduate programs manager by April 1. Once a date is agreed upon, send a "letter of intent" -either a typed letter or an e-mail message-to the director of the MFA Program (Bill Miller), the graduate programs manager, and to your committee. Indicate (1) the date and time for your exam, (2) whether or not you plan to bring books or Xerox copies of poems, (3) whether you wish to take the exam longhand or on a computer, and (4) if you wish to use a computer, the program you prefer-Apple, DOS, Windows 3.1, Windows 95…. Most exams are taken in faculty offices.
The graduate program manager will coordinate each exam, finding an office for each student to take his or her exam, collecting the exam when each student is finished, and sending the exams to the committee members according to plans worked out in advance.  
Students may shift their exam date during the summer only with the consent of the committee and if the graduate program manager can accommodate the change.  
Students taking the exam in May must have their reading lists set by March 15 and cannot change their lists after that date. Students taking the exam after June 1 must have their lists set by April 1 and cannot change the list after that date.
These dates are a must so that the committee can write the exam and have it ready in time. Each year's exam period will run from May 1 to the Friday before classes resume for the fall semester.
The MFA committee will read and evaluate the exam by the end of the second week of classes in the fall.
2.) On the day of the exam, bring a formatted 3.5 diskette or-if you are working in longhand-the kind of paper and pen with which you feel comfortable. Exam booklets are fine, but are not required. We do strongly recommend the use of a computer.
The MFA Exam:
1.) The MFA Exam is a four-hour written exam on your MFA Reading List. The exam itself is three sections, with a choice of questions in each, and you are asked to write on one question in each section.
2.) "Major" poets on your list are not necessarily emphasized on your exam. That is, we do not have a policy of asking more questions about your "majors" or of giving such questions more weight. We are interested in your whole list and your whole exam, your list as a whole and your exam as a whole. We make every effort to write the exam so that you will have an opportunity to respond using any of the poets on your list.
3.) Most questions on an exam allow you to choose the works you will discuss-that is, most will not require you to write about specific poems. But there are exceptions. For example, you may be asked to discuss particular major works (e.g., The Divine Comedy, Paradise Lost, The Waste Land, Tender Buttons) or standard anthology pieces ("The Bishop Orders His Tomb," The Steeple Jack," "Daddy"). For most questions, you will have a choice of poets upon which to write.
4.) You cannot base your answer on the same poet in more than one question.
5.) The exam is normally written by the thesis director, in consultation with the whole committee, and is usually graded by the two committee members, with the director as the tie-breaker.
6.) If you think it will be helpful, you may bring anthologies and/or separate volumes of poems with you to the exam. (Some students choose to assemble their own anthologies.) Needless to say, such materials may not include notes or glosses (other than those printed in the books). If you bring any such resources to the exam, please also bring a list of the materials and plan to leave the materials with your exam until the exam has been read by your committee.
7.) In taking the exam, it is important to pace yourself. The most common cause of failure is failure to finish, or producing a third answer that is too short and slight to be acceptable. You need to answer the questions asked and not just offer everything you can remember about the poet or poem about which you are writing.
8.) If you fail the exam, you may schedule a second attempt at the exam for the following semester. A second failure means no degree.
9.) The exams are graded Pass or Fail. On rare occasions, a mark of Pass With Honors will be recorded. Your thesis director will notify you of the committee's decision.
The whole exam process is an opportunity to learn and to demonstrate what you know. Yes, four hours is a long time and people approach the job with varying degrees of confidence and savior-faire, but we hope you will take pleasure in the kinds of synthesis and writing the exam invites. We hope it will be (as Wallace Stevens says in "Of Modern Poetry") the finding of satisfaction.





