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ENGLISH 590S-3.01 Special Topics Seminar III 
Writing for the Public 
Marianna Torgovnick 

Writing for the Public aims to merge the academic skills you have already learned at Duke or 
elsewhere with an experimental or creative spirit. We will begin with a series of exercises to help 
discover your voice as a writer: something unique and unmistakable that can elevate a standard 
academic style or allow for separate projects as a writer. 

As suits the interests and ambitions of the group, we will then turn to a number of basic things to 
know about writing for the public, putting together lists of available venues for publication and how 
to navigate them. We will probe the different protocols and requirements for online and in-print 
publication and their very different timelines. 

As the semester develops, if it suits the group, we’ll talk about the functions of agents and editors 
and how to contact and communicate with each, as well as practice writing actual pitches that can 
and have produced concrete results. Most of all, we will help you evolve the writing project or 
projects that meet your needs right now, at whatever level (Duke coursework, Honors Thesis, MA 
essays, doctoral or post-doctoral work). Your instructor has substantial experience with productive 
writing groups, and we will workshop our work in that spirit. 

 
Previous iterations of this class produced accepted conference paper proposals and papers for 
delivery; memoirs and a photo memoir accompanied by substantial text; collections of poems; 
proposals for dissertations on their way to becoming book proposals. I cannot promise those 
results but can certainly try. 

Are you ready? 

 
ENGLISH 590S-4.01 SPECIAL TOP CRITICISM/THEORY/METHODOLOGY 
The Novel after the Internet 
Aarthi Vadde 

 
Scholars of the novel have long understood it as a baggy monster – capable of absorbing high and 
low genres into its evolving shape. The genre developed and reached the height of its influence 
during the 18th-19th centuries as cheap print and growing literacy rates (mass reading) increased 
access to books. But where does the novel stand now in a contemporary media ecology driven by 
the mass forms of writing and image-making associated with digital culture? Can the twenty-first 
century novel formally contain the roiling seas and endless rabbit holes of the Internet or is that not 
its representational role in our post-Web 2.0 world? This course will center on a subset of 
contemporary fiction that is self-reflexive about the novel in its relationship to the internet or, to be 
fancy, the sociotechnical conditions under which today’s novels are produced, circulated, and 



received. Such fiction asks what the novel is for and whether it is still capable of illuminating zones 
of experience that other genres cannot. 

“The Novel after the Internet” can mean many things, but some questions that we will discuss in 
class include: how is the form of the novel changing in light of the proliferation of Big Data, machine 
learning, and computational thinking? How has the rise of social media and user-generated content 
changed the novel’s efforts to capture everyday life? What does having an “authentic voice” mean 
after living under constant practices of self-display and against the horizon of a “post-truth” 
society? How can subgenres of the novel (e.g. autofiction, Bildungsroman, dystopia, etc.) mediate 
ethical and political questions raised by the global rise of “Big Tech” and generative AI? Possible 
novels: Rachel Cusk, Outline trilogy; Ayad Akhtar, Homeland Elegies, Margaret Atwood, The 
Testaments, Jennifer Egan, The Candy House; Sheila Heti, Alphabetical Diaries; Kazuo Ishiguro, Klara 
and the Sun, Lauren Oyler, Fake Accounts; Vauhini Vara, The Immortal King Rao. Criticism and 
theory by the likes of Zahid Chaudhari, Kris Cohen, Kate Crawford, Harry Frankfurt, Rene Girard, N. 
Katherine Hayles, Mark McGurl, Megan O’Gieblyn, John Durham Peters, Rita Raley, Shoshana Zuboff, 
others. Paper options will include one long seminar paper (20-25 pages) or two shorter 
conference-style papers (10-12 pages). 

 
 
 

ENGLISH 590S-5.01 SPECIAL TOP SEMINAR DIVERSITY 
African Poetry 
Tsitsi Jaji 

In 2001 Jahan Ramazani noted that “the achievements of postcolonial poets have been strangely 
neglected.” The course addresses this neglect, focusing on African poets from 20th and 21st 
centuries. We will primarily read Anglophone poets, but questions of language and translation will 
be essential as we consider what “counts” as African poetry in various institutional settings. We will 
begin with Isidore Okpewho’s influential study of oral poetry and myth, and then move 
chronologically through a set of weekly readings likely to include négritude, the Mbari workshop in 
Nigeria and poetry’s place in the African Writers Series famously published by Heineman press 
from 1962-2003, Southern African protest poetry, the impact of the African Poetry Book Fund’s 
initiatives, and the rise of spoken word, festivals, and digital platforms. Students will have an 
opportunity to participate in the research process for the first anthology of criticism on Africa 
poetry, which the instructor is co-editing, and all student labor or contributions will be 
acknowledged in the final publication. This is an introductory-level graduate class, open to 
advanced undergraduate majors by permission. No particular background knowledge is expected. 
Assignments will consist of weekly response papers, annotations of critical essays, an in-class 
presentation, and a final research paper (6000 words). 

 
 
 

ENGLISH 590S-5.02 SPECIAL TOP SEMINAR DIVERSITY 
Black Archival Imagination 
Chris Ouma & Khwezi Mkhize 

What do we mean when we invoke the idea of a Black Archive? What are the conditions, genres and 
modes of expression through which Black life, imagination and desire become legible? These 
questions complicate how we understand the concept of the archive. This course will engage with a 
range of archival material that includes the Robert A Hill papers on Marcus Garvey and the UNIA at 
Duke, documentaries and creative filmic narratives from Arthur Jafa and John Akomfrah, a novel by 



Yaa Gyasi, poetry by M NourbeSe Phillips, photography from Zanele Muholi, ‘digilittle’ magazines 
like Jalada and sonic curatorial platforms such as the Pan-African Space Station. A key objective of 
the course is to deploy these genres as methodological interventions in understanding what a Black 
archive could mean. Classroom engagement will entail close readings of primary and secondary 
texts, conversations with archivists and invited speakers, screenings, listenings and visitations of 
both paper and digital archives. Students will be expected to write short reflective essays inspired 
by or based on archival research and engagement with the theoretical debates about Black archives. 

 
 

 
ENGLISH 890S.02 SPECIAL TOP SEMINAR 
Poetry and/as Theology 
Thomas Pfau 

“Poetry & Theology II – T. S. Eliot” 

This seminar will trace the evolution of T. S. Eliot from about 1910 to 1945 from a young symbolist 
poet into a public intellectual, from a reluctant modernist into a chief representative of Anglo- 
Catholic culture, and from a diagnostician of modernity’s “dissociated sensibility” into the quasi- 
mystical poet of Four Quartets (1943), arguably the most concentrated and profound theological 
poetic statement in Twentieth century anglophone literature. Our readings will cover most of major 
poetry (from “Prufrock” to Four Quartets), as well as a substantial selection of his extraordinarily 
wide- ranging prose writings (essays, lectures, reviews, short commentaries, etc.). These materials 
will be flanked by a number of critical essays and chapters shedding light on Eliot’s evolution and, 
in the later part of the course, by selections from Julian of Norwich, John of the Cross, and François 
Fénelon, Jacques and Raïssa Maritain, and Bernard McGinn. 

 
Though he has long been considered a key figure in 
Anglo-European Modernism, Eliot broke early on 
with the secular and immanent aesthetic programs 
of his modernist peers (Pound, Woolf, Lewis, 
Russell, et al.). Instead, starting with The Waste Land 
(1922), Eliot’s poetry and prose develop a far more 
expansive, pan- European and increasingly religious 
perspective. Following his 1927 conversion to 
Anglo-Catholicism, Eliot becomes consumed with 
reimagining political and religious community and 
with discovering and retrieving potentialities within 
the English language suitable for that purpose. As he charts his asymptotic trajectory vis-à-vis the 
liberal-secular-naturalist creeds held by most of his contemporaries, Eliot’s poetry and prose is 
profoundly informed by a religious and theological (specifically mystical) outlook. Starting with 
“Ash Wednesday” (1930) and always guided by a scrupulous sense of Anglo-Catholic ritual and the 
multiple forms of religious speech (prayer, confession, penance, lectio divina, etc.), Eliot’s poetry 
charts the region between meditation and contemplation, between searching speech and mystic 
silence. 

 
In developing this understanding of poetry’s ultimate purpose, Eliot rejects modern humanism’s 
proposed cure for deracinated and despairing, modern life, such I. A. Richards and Irving Babbit 
outline them during the 1920s. For Eliot, such a palliative, “religious rear-guard action,” cannot 
succeed because it merely tries “to preserve emotions without the beliefs with which their history 
has been involved” (“The Use of Poetry”). At the same time, he dismisses home-spun mythologies 
such as those of Blake or Yeats as “but a highly sophisticated lower mythology summoned, like a 



physician, to supply the fading pulse of poetry with some transient stimulant so that the dying 
patient may utter his last words” (After Strange Gods). 

 
What most distinguishes Eliot’s fusion of 
poetic and religious contemplation is his 
capacious and dynamic understanding of 
tradition. It informs Eliot’s astonishing 
range of reading and, in the poetry after 
1930, a host of deeply considered and 
subtly embedded allusions to literary, 
religious (esp. mystical) writing, and 
Scripture. Of supreme importance 
among Eliot’s literary precursors is 
Dante, whose insistent presence and crucially enabling role within Eliot’s poetic oeuvre will be an 
enduring concern for us. Other voices and genres significantly bearing on Eliot’s literary formation 
include medieval mystery plays, Julian of Norwich, the Anglican Divines of the seventeenth century, 
the metaphysical poets, particularly Donne and Herbert, and the French Symbolists. 

 
Our exploration is greatly aided by three landmark publications: first, there is Christopher Ricks’ 
definitive edition of Eliot’s published and unpublished poetry; second, Ronald Schuchard and others 
have recently completed an 8-volume edition of The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot (available online 
at Duke Libraries through Project Muse); and, finally, there is the still ongoing but by now well- 
advanced publication of Eliot’s complete letters. All of these projects allow us at last to take the full 
measure of Eliot’s wide-ranging and robust engagement of historical scholarship and current 
debates in theology, philosophy, literature, and social thought. 

 
 
 

ENGLISH 890S.03 SPECIAL TOP SEMINAR 
African American Experimental Writing 
Nathaniel Mackey 

 
A study of poetry and fiction by African American writers pursuing alternative approaches to form, 
content, style, coherence and meaning inside the literary work and outside it. The period covered is 
the 1960s to the present. The authors read for the course are Amiri Baraka, Jayne Cortez, Renee 
Gladman, Erica Hunt, Bob Kaufman, William Melvin Kelley, Clarence Major, Harryette Mullen, 
Claudia Rankine, Ishmael Reed, Ed Roberson and Fran Ross. 

 
 

ENGLISH 890T.01 
Article Writing 
Kathy Psomiades 

This is a workshop for advanced graduate students in English who want to work on writing an 
article for publication. Ideally, you’d have something—a conference paper, a dissertation chapter, a 
paper from coursework—that you’d like to turn into an article. You and your dissertation 
committee should be in agreement that this workshop is a good use of your time at this point in 
your graduate career. We’ll be working our way through Wendy Belcher’s Writing Your Journal 
Article in Twelve Weeks (2nd edition).We’ll also be making use of Eric Hayot’s Elements of Academic 
Style. You’ll be workshopping your article, as well as various exercises from Belcher and Hayot, and 
you’ll be giving feedback to others about their articles as well. We will meet every week for the 
standard 2.5 hours. You’ll need a permission number from me to sign up. 



 
Non-English courses that may be of interest to English Grad Students 
 

LIT 590 GSF 590 Spring 2025 
Eve’s Archive: Reading Sedgwick on Theory, Art, and Literature 
Professor Robyn Wiegman 
Tuesdays 3.05-5.35pm  
Friedl 216 
Artistic work of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, a foundational figure in the emergence of queer studies in the 
early 1990s. We will read widely in Sedgwick’s contributions to queer theory and literary criticism while 
also paying attention to her artistic production, including her textile work, collages, and poetry. The seminar 
coincides with the Rubenstein Library’s exhibit of the Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick papers, now archived at 
Duke. The exhibit opens mid-February 2025. Student projects will be oriented around the materials in the 
exhibition and in the much larger Duke archive, offering a unique opportunity to do both archival research 
and to consider the complex intellectual and ethical issues involved in amassing, arranging, storing, and 
narrating the history of an individual and their creative and thinking life. Some familiarity with feminist and 
queer theory will be assumed. Contact rwiegman@duke.edu for more information. 
 
 
 
FRENCH 790S FRENCH THEORY AND LITERATURE 
In the decades following the Second World War, texts from a cluster of French thinkers (Foucault, 
Deleuze, Derrida, Lacan, Glissant and Barthes, just to name a few) were widely disseminated in 
American Universities and rapidly grouped under the umbrella of “French theory”. This course 
explores the contradictory, controversial and, above all, passionate relation between French theory 
and literature, by tracing its prehistories in Surrealism and Existentialism and mapping out its 
contemporary afterlives. We will try to locate and understand the place of literature in specific 
theoretical works. The seminar will be organized through a to-ing and fro-ing between, on the one 
hand, more general texts attempting to define literature as an art form, and on the other, authors’ 
readings of specific texts. We will concentrate on literary figures who have been the object of 
particular theoretical attention, while probing the reasons behind this: Baudelaire, Flaubert, 
Mallarmé, Kafka, Faulkner, Blanchot, Duras and Beckett.This seminar aims at building awareness of 
the historical and cultural contexts in which literature has been “thought” in France, from Surrealism 
to global literature. We will raise questions about reading, canonization and decolonization, 
community, globalization, and translation. The seminar is taught in English. Preceptorial sessions in 
French are offered for students who want to improve their reading and writing skills in French. 
 
 
 
CHURHST 882 
David Aers and Polly HA 
English Reformation (Part II) Crisis of Conscience in the Seventeenth Century 
 

Course Summary: 
The religious and political history of England in the seventeenth century explored through the 
crisis of conscience and moral authority in the tumult of war and revolution with a focus on 
Hobbes, Milton, and Locke. 

 
Course Description and Aims: 
The religious history of England in the seventeenth century offers an illuminating and 
instructive window into the making of diverse Christian traditions, the making and unmaking 
of orthodoxy, heresy, and blasphemy, and makes uniquely visible the complex relations 

mailto:rwiegman@duke.edu


between religion and politics. Students will be invited to focus on the crisis of conscience in 
the post-reformation world, especially through key texts produced amidst and in the 
aftermath of the English Revolution which have become foundational for understanding 
freedom and Western Liberal tradition. While we will be addressing some grand narratives of 
cultural transformation, we will be committed to close reading of the set texts. Without this 
practice, one risks producing a generalized history of ideas which nobody ever actually 
thought. One always has to remember Thomas Aquinas's emphasis that we must attend not 
only to what is signified, but also to the "modus significandi", the form of writing, the minute 
particulars oflanguage. This we intend to give to the main texts we study in class. 

 
The course will also encourage diachronic inquiries, beginning with Acquinas, Calvin, and late 
Tudor and early Stuart texts. All the writers we will study in this course grew up with a set of 
presuppositions about conscience that crossed over between Catholic and Protestant 
theologies up until the mid-seventeenth century. Despite increasingly sharp divisions in the 
church (including fierce conflicts over sacraments and liturgy), nobody intended or wanted the 
civil wars that began in 1642 and that involved England, Scotland, and Ireland in bloody 
conflict. But the controversies unleashed by the upheavals of war produced materials gripping 
in their understanding of moral deliberation, the curation of content, and how to think amidst 
polarization. They are often suffused with extraordinary energy and inventiveness, the 
products of a period which, during and after the English civil wars, experienced the collapse of 
censorship and of many forms of ecclesiastic and political controls. 

 
Finally, while this is a course on the English Reformation and Revolution, it is also a course 
that demands serious engagement with some core issues about ethics, that is, about what 
constitutes human flourishing. One book in particular that is recommended for pre-reading 
that provides us with a quite brilliant introduction to both the relevant theory and moves 
from Greek culture to modernity is Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory. 
This is a thoroughly lucid work and is in paperback with many editions. After this classic, you 
will find it helpful to read before the start of the semester a later study by MacIntyre, 
Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Begins Need the Virtues. 
Recommended pre-reading for the course also include the selections from Aquinas and Calvin 
which will be posted on Canvas. 
 
  
 
LIT651S-01 THEORIES OF VIOLENCE  
Nima Bassiri 
 
Violence is a capacious concept that differs widely in terms of the context of its deployment. It can 
refer, for example, to expressions of state and legal authority, policing, and carceral practices; it can 
take on symbolic and epistemic forms in terms of processes of racialization, structures of social 
exclusion, and forms of bodily regulations; it can reflect the everyday enactment of personal injuries, 
entitlements, and power differentials; or it can designate the emancipatory force of revolutions, 
uprisings, and strikes. This course will attempt to explore these various facets of the concept of 
violence from a number of different disciplinary standpoints — including political philosophy, social 
theory, historical sociology, postcolonial studies, and critical race theory. 
 
  
 

 
 



Putting it Together: Jazz and Literature  
Instructor: Maya Kronfeld  
LIT 890S/MUSIC 790S-1/ AAAS 890S 
Classroom: Biddle 104 (with access to piano) 
  
An advanced seminar for graduate students interested in working at the intersection of Black music studies 
and verbal art (fiction and poetry).  We will combine hands-on musical analysis with literary and theoretical 
exploration, with an emphasis on critical writings by jazz practitioners past and present.   
  
 Artists include Sidney Bechet, Mary Lou Williams, Billie Holiday, Thelonious Monk, Carmen McRae, Max Roach, 
Miles Davis, Art Taylor, Elvin Jones, Ahmad Jamal, Abbey Lincoln, John & Alice Coltrane, Wayne Shorter, Henry 
Threadgill, Keith Jarrett, Lenora Helm, Thomas Taylor , Esperanza Spaulding, Georgia Anne Muldrow,  KING / 
Charles Baudelaire, Henry James, W.E.B. Du Bois, James Weldon Johnson, Wallace Stevens, Gertrude Stein, 
Langston Hughes, Zora Neal Hurston, Eudora Welty, Ralph Ellison, Allen Ginsberg, James Baldwin, Amiri 
Baraka, Henry Dumas, Toni Morrison, A.B. Spellman, Eugene Redmond, Nathaniel Mackey, Abiodun Oyewole, 
Harmony Holiday, Aja Monet.  
  
A background in either music or literature is required (but not both).  The course will also feature guest 
musicians and poets. 
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