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I knew Jim Earl before I met
  him. I had read some of his
  articles when I was still in

the East and Oregon was still
part of that narrow brownish
strip of other-land which, for
New Yorkers, is America west
of the Hudson river.  But when
it started to seem possible my
wife Judith Baskin (Professor
of Judaic Studies) and I might
come here, I got his book.
Even before I opened it, I liked
what Jim had called it:
Thinking About Beowulf.
Someone who prized thinking
enough to highlight it in his
title—well, I thought, this is
likely to be my kind of guy.  Any lingering doubt vanished
when I read two things on the first page. The first was
Jim’s declaration that the principle which unified his book
would not be a rigorously developed argument about
Beowulf but the intellectual pleasure he had found in
thinking about the poem over many years. Here, disguised
as a modest admission, was a humility topos that threw
scholarly expectations straight out the window. Pleasure?
In an academic book? How odd a couple is that! The
second fetching gambit was not an oxymoron but a word
of advice. Jim told his readers that they were about to
encounter two introductions. The first was the one he
wanted to write, the second the one that his publisher
insisted he write. Read the first, Jim said, skip the second.

By the bottom of the second page, I was hooked by
the voice that was speaking from the book, a voice I felt I
could almost hear, so utterly personal and prepossessing
yet unswervingly honest, and absolutely intent on
excising anything that might get in the way of the
conversation it wanted to have with the reader. This voice,
Jim Earl’s voice, you began to understand, wasn’t just
something he had fashioned as an element of style; it was
an idea–one of the things he had been thinking about as he

thought about Beowulf. This
voice is itself the explanation
of why there are no footnotes
in the book. If you’re shocked
by that–I hope you are shocked
by that–I can assure you every
Anglo-Saxonist would have
been more so. But Jim was
willing to risk the shock to
make his own dialogue with
Beowulf a model for the
dialogue he wanted his book to
initiate. For him, thinking is
never simply a private act; it’s
always an open channel of two-
way communication. That’s
why Jim was everything but
flippant when he told his

readers to skip one of his introductions. In fact, in his first
formal chapter, he gives two more introductions to
Beowulf; he’s turned writing introductions into a
meditation about the introduction as such.

Not that every thought Jim has had is one that makes
you wish you had had it first. Part of the fun of reading
him is that he’s willing to put out ideas that border, let us
say, on the loopy. In the book he examines Beowulf from
various theoretical points of view, among them myth
criticism, anthropology, phenomenology, deconstruction
and psychoanalysis. As an example of this last approach,
Jim gives us his chapter on Heorot as Men’s Hall.
Hrothgar’s famous court, you remember, towers high; it
also has a central
fire pit inside it.
Well, Jim takes
more than a few
puffs on Freud’s
cigar to explain the
yin and yang of
this construction.
Among
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medievalists his interpretation has become known as Earl’s
“edifice complex.” But even here, I think Jim was making
a deeper point. For the Danes, Heorot wasn’t something
merely lived in; it was part of their being.

Anyway, after I came to know this mind and voice,
both of which I really liked on the page, I naturally wanted
to see the face that went with them. So I went to the
departmental website in search of a picture. How
satisfying, if curious, to find, under his name, the
handsome, bearded visage of J. M. Coetzee. Only later,
after Jim and Steve Shankman recited for me their
performance piece, the Johannesburg saga of the coffee
cup and tomato juice, did I realize this uncanny
resemblance was prescient. At the time, though, the
prospect of having Jim as a colleague made me want to
come to Oregon even more.

Needless to say, in the flesh Jim turned out to be even
better than his book and picture had promised. I have
never met anyone more intellectually curious, more
passionately devoted to the pleasures of reading and
learning, more committed to the idea that the University is
the place where those pleasures should be shared. But not
just the University. There’s no place you go with him
without knowing that something about being there with
him makes you want to talk about things that matter. Even
a haunted 15th c. English manor-house, which my wife,
Judy, and I shared with Jim and his wife, Louise Bishop
(Associate Professor, Clark Honors College), for a lovely
summer week a few years ago. Each night, I could
imagine the ghosts themselves huddling about the
fireplace to listen as Jim waxed enthusiastic about the
glories of Thackeray’s Vanity Fair, which he was reading
for the first time. That’s the image–Jim reveling in the
pleasure of a book–I think he’d want us to retain of him as
a member of this department, and the best tribute we can
give him. He’s a tonic, is Jim Earl; I wish he could bottle
himself, so that even as he begins to absent himself in
retirement, we all might still have handy a pocket-flask of
Earl’s best, to warm us and remind us, when we need
reminding, what we’re here for.

Earl
continued from page 1

“That Villages Were Universities”:
College for Adults

Jim Earl

Most people read Thoreau’s Walden when they’re
 in high school or college, when they’re still too
 young to appreciate it. Students have so many

other things on their minds that Thoreau hardly stands a
chance.

Well, that at least was the case with me. I still have
my copy of Walden from forty-five years ago. My
underlinings tell me I read about half of it, and only half-
understood that. I remember turning the pages—that’s
about all. It wasn’t easy at that age to slow down, sit
quietly, and listen attentively and respectfully to the

thoughtful, reflective voice of someone long-dead.
After teaching for many years, I’ve found ways to

break through that barrier occasionally. Sometimes you
can yank students out of their youth culture and their
personal preoccupations long enough to give them a taste
of adult genius that might actually last.

Sometimes. But most young people when they open a
book decide almost immediately whether they like it or
not. If they’ve been told to read it—and told they should
like it—they almost inevitably don’t like it. Maybe
they’re just reacting to the authority of the teacher, or the
authority of the author, but in any case they’re quick to
judgment: the book’s boring, or the author’s not really
very good, or very smart, or very relevant to their world.

I advise them to slow down, withhold judgment for a
while, and pay closer attention to the voice of the
author—in short, not just to read for pleasure, but to
study. “Don’t tell me what you think,” I tell them, “tell me
what Thoreau thinks.” Good reading should draw you
outside yourself; the books we read aren’t always about
ourselves. This advice often falls on deaf ears.

I don’t mean to criticize the students. I was one
myself, and I try never to forget what it was like. When I
was young, college life was exciting and study was a bad
word. Study is just the art of paying attention, and like
any art, learning it takes time, practice and patience. As
Thoreau puts it,

To read well, that is, to read true books in a true
spirit, is a noble exercise, and one that will task the
reader more than any exercise which the customs of
the day esteem.  It requires a training such as the
athletes underwent, the steady intention almost of the
whole life to this object.
It takes a long time—but for most of us education

ends just as adulthood begins, and we stop studying the
great books just when we might begin to understand and
enjoy them. Many adults will tell you they’ve read
Walden, when really, like me, all they did was turn the
pages years ago, thinking about other things.

I don’t mean to criticize adults, either, just because
they’re not reading, or rereading, Thoreau.  It’s not so
easy as an adult to find the time, or the peace and quiet,
for reading like that—for real study. It doesn’t come
naturally, after all. It takes “training such as the athletes
underwent.” So we weren’t quite up to it when we were in
school, and now we don’t have time for it.

Why should we even want to work so hard at
reading? Because, as Thoreau goes on to say,

There are probably words addressed to our condition
exactly, which, if we could really hear and
understand, would be more salutary than the morning
or the spring to our lives, and possibly put a new
aspect on the face of things for us.

That is, not to put too fine a point on it, reading can
change your life—for the better—if only you know what
to read and how to read it. But where do you learn that as
an adult?
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* * *
I think the University should finish what it starts.

How lucky we are in Eugene, to live in a college town.
Many people move here just to be near a university. But
look at the relationship between our university and our
town. Many people see the University as an ivory tower,
out of touch with real people and their real problems. And
when the University does reach out, with lectures, plays,
or concerts . . . there’s no parking! Our town-gown
relationship is pretty dysfunctional. We rely almost
exclusively on the Ducks to hold us together.

With this in mind, a few years ago a group of
professors and townspeople started gathering weekly at
the Excelsior Café, right off campus. They dreamt of a
college town where the college wasn’t just for the young.
They thought the U of O should be a haven for everyone
who wants to learn, not just for those preparing for jobs
and careers. They dreamt of an adult college. They took
inspiration from Thoreau, who in the same passage from
Walden that I’ve been quoting, says,

It is time we had uncommon schools, that we did not
leave off our education when we begin to be men and
women.  It is time that villages were universities, and
their elder inhabitants the fellows of universities with
leisure to pursue liberal studies the rest of their lives.

What a beautiful thought—now that I’m old enough to
understand it!

The Excelsior group went on to create the Insight
Seminars, the first step toward an adult college at the U of
O. Their guiding belief was that many adults are eager to
return to college, this time to do it right, with all the
advantages of age. Many adults are at long last ready to
study, especially “meaning of life” subjects. Here’s a
mission statement the group wrote:

In middle life the questions addressed by the
humanities take on a new reality. Our society offers
little guidance for this stage of life, though other
cultures consider it a time for thinking and writing,
wisdom and understanding, and coming to grips with
ultimate questions. This is when we should make
time for philosophy, literature, history, religion, art
and music—even language study, which exercises the
mind! Anyone can dabble in these without a
university; but there’s no comparison between the
random reading most people do and the sort of
experience a university provides: the joys of real
study and deep learning, with a group of motivated
peers, facilitated by experts you can respect.
Over the last five years, U of O faculty have taught

forty Insight Seminars on a wide variety of subjects,
including Understanding Islam, the Art of Reading,
Ancient Wisdom, Great American Films, the Aging Brain,
Mahatma Gandhi, Celtic Music, Asian Art, Northwest
Landscapes, Philosophy and Retirement, Muslim Spain,
The Iliad, Shakespeare’s Henry V, The Tale of Genji, War
and Peace, and many, many more. Some courses are
repeated regularly. Last year Bill Rossi of the English

Department taught a course on Walden, which is what
prompted me to resurrect that old copy of mine. Strange,
how all those books I read so long ago are so much more
interesting now.

All these courses are four weeks long, and meet on
weekends or in the evening.  This Spring we’ll be
offering courses on Emerson, on Forgiveness and
Reconciliation, and on Don Quixote.  For more
information and registration, call the Insight Seminars
office at 346-3475, or check our website, http://
uoinsight.uoregon.edu.

Dear Friends of the English Department,
           My second year as Department Head has

              included so many gratifying developments that it
is difficult to decide which to call highlights.  Certainly
one of the most exciting events of the year was the
surprise announcement of Warren Ginsberg’s appointment
as the English Department’s first Knight Professor, a
distinction conferred on the University’s most outstanding
senior faculty.  Warren returned last year to full-time
teaching and research after serving for three years as my
very able predecessor.  The entire Department takes great
pride in his appointment, and I am personally inspired by
his example that there can be scholarly life after headship.

There were other major faculty milestones, as well,
including the retirements of our distinguished Anglo-
Saxonist, Jim Earl, and three senior instructors, Paul
Dresman, Joan Mariner, and Margaret McBride.
According to my generally unreliable arithmetic, Jim,
Paul, Joan, and Margaret have spent a combined eighty-
four years on the faculty, and in that time they have taught
something approaching 20,000 students.  If we estimate
(conservatively) that students in English and Composition
courses submit an average of 10-20 pages of writing per

Notes from Department Head
Henry Wonham

Henry Wonham
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course, then this foursome was responsible for grading
anywhere from 200,000 to 400,000 pages of formal
written work!  Let’s hope my math is wrong.
      No one can replace this kind of dedication to student
learning, but the Department was successful this year in
recruiting two promising young Assistant Professors, who
will begin breathing new life into our classrooms and our
curriculum next fall.  Allison Carruth is a recent Ph.D.
from Stanford University, where she has written a
dissertation entitled “Global Appetites: Literature and the
Ecopolitics of Food from World War I to the World Trade
Organization.”  Our other new colleague, Lara Bovilsky,
comes to Eugene from Washington University in St.
Louis, where she is an Assistant Professor specializing in
Renaissance and Early Modern British literature.  Lara is
the author of a forthcoming book, Barbarous Play: Race
on the Renaissance Stage, which will be published by the
University of Minnesota Press later this year.  We are very
excited about the contributions Allison and Lara will make
to the Department, and we look forward to welcoming
them to the faculty in September.

One of the most enjoyable and stimulating aspects of
the 2008-‘09 academic year was the extended visit of
Professor Chadwick Allen of Ohio State, a specialist on
comparative indigenous studies, who spent the year with
us as the Moore Distinguished Visiting Professor.  Chad
taught an upper-division course on indigenous literatures,
and he organized a fascinating two-day event on
“Indigenous Literatures and Other Arts,” which featured
writers, artists, scholars, craftsmen, and performers from
indigenous communities around the world.  Chad’s
gracious hospitality and tireless organizational efforts
transformed the UO Longhouse, for two days in May, into
an international center for scholarly debate on traditional
and contemporary indigenous creative practices.

The English Department’s Center for Teaching
Writing also hosted a major international conference to
honor the fiftieth anniversary of the publication of Chaim
Perelman’s and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca’s La Nouvelle
Rhétorique: Traité de l’Argumentation, a work that has
come to represent the revival of rhetoric and its
reintegration with philosophy in the twentieth century.
Professor John Gage was the driving force behind this
ambitious and highly successful event, which brought
more than one hundred and fifty scholars from fourteen
countries to Eugene for four days of animated
conversation and debate.

I could go on and on, but I will end by thanking the
Department’s many supporters, without whom we would
be unable to give students the transformative educational
experiences they deserve.  To cite one example, beginning
in 2010, we have arranged to make it possible for English
majors to take part of their regular coursework with a UO
English faculty member in the Bloomsbury neighborhood
of London, blocks from the British Library and a short

walk from the British museum.  The challenge is going to
be making this opportunity affordable to undergraduates,
many of whom struggle with loans and part-time jobs
simply to cover regular tuition expenses.  Our hope is that
support from English alumni and friends of the
Department will allow us to subsidize this incredible
learning experience for students who might otherwise
never have the chance to connect their extensive reading
of English literature with the actual sights, sounds,
people, and living history of Britain.

As many of you know, we rely on the generosity of
donors to support a wide variety of initiatives, from the
creation of small classes for senior English majors to the
funding of modest prizes for distinguished undergraduate
work.  All of these initiatives are critical to maintaining
the academic excellence of literary studies at the
University of Oregon, and none of them would be
possible without generous support from the Department’s
friends and alumni.  For this, my colleagues and I are
sincerely grateful.

I look forward to another productive and challenging
year in 2008-’09, and I invite you to stop by the main
office in 118 Prince Lucien Campbell Hall if you are
visiting campus.

Sincerely,
Henry B. Wonham

Wonham
continued from page 3

Annual Giving reminder: If you should receive a
letter or telephone call from UO Annual Giving
and decide to make a contribution to the Univer-
sity, consider designating the English Depart-
ment as a recipient of your gift.  Such gifts make
a great difference in what the department can
do to enhance educational opportunities for our
students and provide valuable research and
instructional resources for our faculty.  If you
wish to make a contribution now, please make
your check payable to the University of Oregon
Foundation, designated for the Department of
English, and send it directly to the UO Founda-
tion at 1787 Agate Street, Eugene, OR 97403.

                                  Thank you!
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Chadwick Allen

Moore Distinguished Professor Hosts
“Indigenous Literatures and Other
Arts: A Symposium and Workshop”

During the 2007-2008 academic year, Professor
Chadwick Allen, Associate Professor of English at
Ohio State University, served as the fourth

Barbara and Carlisle Moore Distinguished Visiting
Professor.  Professor Allen received his Ph.D. in
Comparative Cultural and Literary Studies from the
University of Arizona.  He has been a Fulbright fellow in
the Department of Maori Studies at Auckland University
in New Zealand and received a senior Fulbright research
award to New Zealand in 2005.  His first book, Blood
Narrative: Indigenous Identity in American Indian and
Maori Literary and Activist Texts (2002), is a comparative
study of self-representation produced by New Zealand
Maori and American Indians between World War II and
the early 1980s, a period of demographic upheaval,
important political activism, and unprecedented literary
production for Indigenous peoples in both settler nations.
Allen has published essays on postcolonial theory, the
discourse of treaties, Indigenous aesthetics, and popular
representations of US frontiers.  He is currently at work
on two book projects.  The first, tentatively titled Trans-
Indigenous Literary Studies: Cases for Comparison,
explores possible methodologies for developing
comparative Indigenous literary studies in English.  The
second, with the working title When Tonto Was a Half-
Breed: Forgotten Histories of The Lone Ranger’s Indian
Companion, maps the development of the popular Indian
character Tonto over nearly eight decades of production in
every medium—radio, comics, prose fiction, live
performance, television, film, the internet—against
changing federal Indian policies.

While serving as the Moore Professor this year, Allen
taught a combined undergraduate and graduate course on
“Global Indigenous Literatures,” in which students

studied contemporary Indigenous writing, music, film,
and web sites from the US, Canada, Hawai’i, Australia,
and Aotearoa/New Zealand.  He lectured in the English
department on his current research projects, and
participated in the Comparative Literature Program’s
series on television studies.  As part of an effort to build
Native American and Indigenous Studies at UO, Professor
Allen organized “Indigenous Literatures and Other Arts:
A Symposium and Workshop,” held on campus at the
Many Nations Longhouse May 2-3, 2008.

This two-day symposium brought together a diverse
group of scholars, artists, students, and community
members to investigate the potential relationships between
the field of Indigenous literary studies and the practice
and study of other Indigenous arts—including dance,
music, and performance; architecture; painting, carving,
and photography; basket making, weaving, and beadwork;
and film and video production.  Rather than a typical
conference or plenary format, the symposium included
three Keynote Conversations (staged conversations
between an artist and/or arts scholar and a writer and/or
literary scholar) and two Workshops (each led by
designated Workshop Leaders).  Through these staged
conversations and hands-on workshops, participants
investigated complex questions about how we understand
the tensions between politics and aesthetics, audience and
innovation, situated improvisation and the continuity of
custom.  To foster conversation between specific events on
the program, participants were invited to share coffee
breaks and meals together.

The symposium began on the afternoon of Friday,
May 2, with an official welcome into the Many Nations
Longhouse by the longhouse steward, Gordon Bettles
(Klamath), and with an official welcome onto the
university campus by Assistant Vice Provost in the Office
of Institutional Equity and Diversity, Tom Ball (Klamath/
Modoc).  Allen then introduced the symposium’s focus on
developing new theories and new methodologies for
studying Native American and global Indigenous
literatures through serious and sustained engagement with
other Indigenous arts and arts scholarship.  The day’s
program began with a conversation about potential
intersections between Indigenous literatures and
performance studies, staged between Tanya Lukin
Linklater, a choreographer, performance artist, and writer
from the Alutiiq Nation of southwestern Alaska, who will
begin graduate studies at the University of Alberta in fall
2008, and Deanna Kingston, Associate Professor of
anthropology at Oregon State University, who is of King
Island Inupiaq Eskimo descent and studies Inupiaq
singing, dancing, and stories.  Next, Gail Tremblay, an
alumna of UO’s Creative Writing Program and well-
known poet, weaver, installation artist, and art critic of
Onondaga and Micmac ancestry and a Professor at
Evergreen State College in Olympia, Washington, led a
workshop focused on the possible intersections among

continued on page 6
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Indigenous literatures and other arts practices.  After a
catered dinner in the longhouse, the day’s program was
completed by a screening of experimental films and still
images produced by a range of Haudenosaunee (Iroquois)
filmmakers and artists, introduced and presented by
Michelle Raheja, Assistant Professor of English at the
University of California-Riverside, who is of Seneca
descent and studies Indigenous literatures and film, and
Susan Bernardin, Associate Professor of English at
SUNY-Oneonta, who studies the crossings of Indigenous
visual and verbal texts.  The screening set up the next
day’s workshop on possible intersections between
Indigenous literary and visual studies.

The symposium continued on Saturday, May 3,
beginning with a conversation on possible relationships
among Indigenous literatures and the built world, staged
between Craig Howe, a trained architect and
anthropologist and an enrolled member of the Oglala
Sioux Tribe, and Allison Hedge Coke, an award-winning
poet and writer and an Indigenous activist of Cherokee,
Huron, and Creek descent, who holds the Reynolds Chair
in Poetry and Creative Writing at the University of
Nebraska-Kearney.  Following lunch in the longhouse, the
program continued with a workshop on Indigenous
literatures and visual studies led by Raheja and Bernardin.
The official program concluded with a conversation on the
intersections between the production of Indigenous
literatures and the practices of the museum, staged
between Jo Diamond, a Lecturer on Maori art history at
Canterbury University in Christchurch, Aotearoa/New
Zealand, who belongs to the Ngapuhi (a Maori iwi or
tribal group), and Alice Te Punga Somerville, a Lecturer
in English and Maori Studies at Victoria University of
Wellington, who is of Te Atiawa descent and who studies
comparative Indigenous literatures.  After brief closing
remarks in the longhouse by Allen, participants were

invited off campus to a closing event held in the lovely
setting of Sweet Cheeks Winery.

The primary purpose of the symposium was to
generate conversation across disciplines about Indigenous
literatures, arts, and scholarship, and to foster ongoing
collaboration.  “Holding the symposium on the UO
campus and in the Many Nations Longhouse was a crucial
component for fostering both innovation and comparison,”
Allen said.  He also emphasized the importance of
“demonstrating to the UO community what Native
American and Indigenous Studies could look like here, in
this place—grounded in the Indigenous local, radiating
outward to forge relationships across Oregon and the
Northwest region, across the continent, and across the
Pacific.”  Allen noted that “the University of Oregon has
not yet realized its potential to be a leader in this still-
emerging field, but with a few well-placed hires, it could
become a center for Indigenous studies.  And, really, it
ought to be.  There is so much good energy here, and so
much possibility.”

Invited guests, outside participants, and local
attendees were unanimous in their praise of the innovative
structure of the symposium, the Longhouse as a setting
for an academic event, the high quality of the scholarship
on display, and the University’s generous hospitality.
Bernardin summed up her feelings this way: “It was an
intense, amazing experience . . . transformational all the
way around.”  Tremblay described the presentations as
“brilliant and thought provoking” and emphasized that,
unlike so many academic gatherings, the symposium had
been imbued with “kindness.”  Similarly, Hedge Coke
described the event as “full of life.  So utterly generous.”
On her blog, Kingston wrote that “This symposium was
like a wolf in academic clothing . . . on the outside, it
looked like a normal academic gathering.  But it took
place at the Many Nations Longhouse . . . .  Some, if not
most, of our conversations revolved around colonialism
and how that affected indigenous communities.  As you
can imagine, this sometimes brought up tears.”  Elizabeth
Bohls, Associate Professor of English and Director of
Graduate Studies, said that “As a non-specialist, I learned
a great deal . . . .  I was especially impressed—really
blown away—by the closing conversation between Jo
Diamond and Alice Te Punga Somerville, perhaps the
most orchestrated or performed of the conversations that I
saw and yet with an emotional spontaneity that added
force to the questions they raised concerning production
and display—and theft—of Maori culture.”  One of the
UO students who attended the symposium said that “the
work everyone is doing was so very interesting, and I am
hoping their vibrancy and invigoration will be lent to my
future work.”  Another student added, “I am proud our
program would treat our guests in this way.”

Professor Allen hopes to orchestrate a collaborative
essay among the keynote participants that explores the
process of creating and staging the “Indigenous
Literatures and Other Arts” symposium and workshop.

Symposium
continued from page 5
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Warren Ginsberg becomes the First
Knight Professor in English

Philip H. Knight Professorships are awarded to full
 professors in the College of Arts and Sciences who
 have demonstrated an extraordinary level of

achievement over a sustained period of time and have had
impacts in their fields of study that go well beyond the
existing high expectations for full professors on campus.
Evidence for these achievements includes recognition by
professional organizations for outstanding contributions to
the field or other endorsements by the academic
community.

Warren Ginsberg joined the English Department in
2000.  He was a 1999-2000 Guggenheim Foundation
Fellow and has achieved international distinction as a
writer of highly influential critical works.

At a Department meeting this October, Professor
Wendy Larson, Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences,
announced that Professor Ginsberg had been selected for a
Knight Professorship.  Dean Larson began her statement
by noting, “Professor Ginsberg presents an outstanding
record of accomplishments in the Humanities.  The
impact of his work is truly extraordinary.”  To evidence
that distinction and influence, Dean Larson read passages
from reference letters of external referees:

“To put it briefly, I consider Prof. Ginsberg to be one
of the most distinguished medievalists of his generation.
His many and varied contributions to the field of medieval
literary study have earned widespread recognition among
his peers for their meticulous scholarship, theoretical
sophistication, acute close readings of complex texts,
and—beyond these important qualities—for their
sensitivity to the human situations which mold language
and are in turn shaped by poetic and rhetorical traditions.”

“Professor Ginsberg seems to me in every way
deserving of a named professorship.  Not only has he
produced a body of scholarship that provides ample

Warren Ginsberg

justification in itself, but he has done more than his share
of important administrative work, and done it
exceptionally well.  He has remarkable tact, and a
tolerance for the foibles of the academic ego that have
made him a prevailing force for good in some very
difficult administrative situations.  He is a wonderful
citizen of the academy as well as a wonderful scholar.”

Based on the enthusiastic assessment of the external
referees and the recommendation of the CAS committee,
Dean Larson announced, “It is with great pleasure that I
present Warren Ginsberg with an official appointment as a
Philip H. Knight Professor of Humanities.”  Professor
Ginsberg’s students and colleagues in the English
Department share Dean Larson’s pleasure, applaud the
College of Arts and Science for its wisdom, and
congratulate Warren for this well-deserved honor.  Bravo!

Beyond the Classroom: Reading
Groups Enrich the English

Department’s Intellectual Life

On the fourth floor of PLC, seven English graduate
students and one undergraduate gather for the
February meeting of the Critical Theory Reading

Group.  This month they have gathered to investigate A
Thousand Plateaus by contemporary French philosophers
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari.  As they navigate the
famously abstruse Plateaus, the participants are lively and
engrossed, answering one another’s questions, even
drawing diagrams on the room’s whiteboard.  As the
diagrams grow more abstract, an attendee turns to a
newcomer in the group: “I promise this isn’t some weird
Dungeons and Dragons thing.”

Critical Theory is one of eight reading groups
currently active in the UO English Department.
Organized by faculty and graduate students, these
extracurricular groups gather regularly to discuss texts of
mutual interest, to collaborate on research projects, and to
socialize with peers and colleagues.  Attendees often
mention the insight and enjoyment that conversation
outside of the classroom can afford and praise the
reading-group vogue as an important aspect of the
Department’s intellectual life.

The groups are not based on a standard template;
while some are centralized and meet monthly, others are
more loosely organized and meet when schedules allow;
some groups attend to participants’ current research, while
others focus on primary texts.  Although the meetings
tend to attract English faculty and graduate students,
faculty and graduate students from other departments and
disciplines also attend; even ambitious undergraduates
may occasionally join a group.  In all cases, however, the
groups offer participants a unique space for intellectual
debate, exchange, and collaboration, a space more
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informal and collegial than that the classroom typically
affords.

Shane Billings, a doctoral student in English who
attends the Critical Theory Group, describes his fellow
theory junkies as hoping to attract participants for whom
theory is not a primary research interest.  They aim to
discuss theory not only for its own sake, but also to
explore its practical applications to literary texts and other
disciplines. Neither prior knowledge of critical theory nor
even completion of the month’s reading selections is a
prerequisite for attendance—the group welcomes anyone
who may want to come to hear participants’ insights.

Attendees of the Modernism Reading Group likewise
invite newcomers and those who want to sit and listen.
Organized in 1997 by Professors Karen Ford and Paul
Peppis, who continue to coordinate the gatherings, the
Modernism Group is one of the best-attended in the
Department.  Professor Peppis describes his involvement
as “one of the highlights of my intellectual life.”   Sarah
Stoeckl, a second year Ph.D. student who has attended the
meetings this year, enjoys and learns from what she calls
the “respectful and good-spirited debating” among
participants.   This year, texts were as varied as T. S.
Eliot’s The Waste Land, Friedrich Nietzsche’s Thus Spake
Zarathustra, Cleanth Brooks’s The Well-Wrought Urn,
and short stories by Irish novelist Elizabeth Bowen.  In
previous years, the group has discussed poems by H.D.,
Wallace Stevens, and Claude McKay; fiction by Virginia
Woolf, Gertrude Stein, and William Faulkner; drama by
Bertoldt Brecht, W. B. Yeats, and Luigi Pirandello; classic
criticism by Hugh Kenner, William Empson, and I. A.
Richards; and newer criticism by Janet Lyon, Raymond
Williams, and Rita Felski.  At their October 2007
gathering, the Modernist aficionados analyzed Sergei
Eisenstein’s classic silent film, Battleship Potemkin
(1925), in conjunction with the cinema enthusiasts of the
Film and Media Reading Group.

Coordinated by graduate student Drew Beard, the
Film and Media Group supplements its viewings of films
and other media forms with critical essays, such as Jim

Collins’ “T.V. and Postmodernism.”   The Film and Media
Group is looking to expand its participation and activity,
which next year will include a series of film screenings
accompanied by faculty and student lectures.  Scheduled
to begin in the fall of 2008, the series will span the
academic year and be entitled “Directed by Steven
Spielberg.”  Spielberg films, “although categorized as
blockbusters and critically marginalized accordingly,”
Beard explains, “are starting to be reappraised by film
scholars, particularly in terms of aesthetics.”  The group
hopes the series will highlight “critically marginalized
work.”  The Spielberg screenings and accompanying
lectures, which will include “Jurassic Park” and “Close
Encounters of the Third Kind,” will be free and open to
the public.

Helping Beard organize the Film and Media series is
Carter Soles, a doctoral candidate currently completing a
dissertation on the American independent film director
Keven Smith, famous for his “slacker films.”  In addition
to his scholarly work on film, Soles is a comic book
enthusiast who last year joined another English doctoral
student, Kom Kunyosying, to found the Comics Reading
Group.  Most of the texts the group discusses are
superhero comics that portray “post-modern” superheroes,
such as Alan Moore’s classic series, Watchmen.
Participants may read contemporary scholarship on
comics, but mostly the group focuses on recent comics,
such as Charles Burns’s Black Hole, Brian K. Vaughan’s
Pride of Baghdad, and Jessica Abel’s La Perdida.
Epitomizing the current turn among literary scholars
toward studying cultural forms in addition to literary
texts, the participants in the Comics Reading Group
concur with Soles that the “new phenomenon of the
critical study of comics” enriches scholarly research and
enlivens intellectual dialogue.

After a hiatus, the Contemporary Poetry Reading
Group, founded in 2004, has begun meeting again.
Maggie Evans, a new graduate student in the Department
this year, has joined with doctoral students and past
coordinators Bennett Smith and Corbett Upton to recruit
participation from graduate students in English and
Creative Writing.  The group has read work by a range of
poets of the last 50 years, including Sylvia Plath, Amiri
Baraka, Rita Dove, Seamus Heaney, Mary Oliver, Robert
Penn Warren, Amy Clampitt, Philip Larkin, Rosanna
Warren, Carolyn Forché, and Louise Gluck, to name a
few.  Though the meetings generally focus on volumes of
poetry, the group also discusses hybrid forms, such as
Anne Carson’s verse novel, Autobiography of Red.  When
asked why he participates in the group, one member cited
the enjoyment, excitement, and insight that can come
from the “low-key,” non-classroom environment.

The Mesa Verde Reading Group, devoted to the study
of Literature and the Environment, is one of the oldest in
the English Department.  According to Professor Louise
Westling, a long-time participant, “the group was created
by graduate students back in the mid-1990s.  It is difficult

Reading Groups
continued from page 7

Theory Reading Group
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to locate the official date, because the group has always
been informal and organic, without any designated leaders
but instead volunteers taking up particular activities.”
Over the years, Mesa Verde has sponsored a variety of
interdisciplinary colloquia for faculty and graduate
students, where papers are read and discussed.  Work-in-
progress presentations have also been offered, as well as
film showings and regular reading group activities.  One
of its oldest, most valued traditions is the yearly Mesa
Verde retreat each December at Odell Lodge at the top of
the Willamette Pass, where students and faculty discuss
seminar papers, literary texts, eco-theoretical issues, or
curricular questions and spend time hiking, communing,
and cross-country skiing.  The group’s current
coordinator, doctoral student Rachel Hanan, emphasizes
the diversity of topics and participants, which results in
part because of the subject matter’s appeal to a range of
disciplines.  Mesa Verde focuses on environmental
literature and ecocriticism, but their discussions also
consider scientific and political texts; this disciplinary
diversity regularly attracts attendees from Environmental
Studies, Philosophy, Comparative Literature, and even
Biology.  This year the group has read literary texts,
including Andrew Marvell’s “The Garden” and the poems
of W. H. Auden, and recent critical texts, including Donna
Harroway’s When Species Meet, Timothy Morton’s
Ecology Without Nature, and Mark Johnson’s Meaning of
the Body.  This May, Mesa Verde sponsored its annual
colloquium, “Fertile Fields: New Directions In and
Around Ecocriticism,” in which graduate students Rachel
Hanan, Chris McGill, and Stephen Rust showcased their
recent work in eco-formalism, animal studies, and
ecocriticism and film,

Rachel Hanan also coordinates the Renaissance
Reading Group.  For almost two years, Renaissance
enthusiasts have met to interrogate texts, share their recent
research, and workshop each others’ writing.  The
collegial, collaborative nature of their work is in large part
what attracts students to the group, which Hanan
describes as a welcome interruption in the sometimes

isolated life of a doctoral candidate.  Hanan’s inspirations
for participating in the group are to discuss and deepen
her comprehension of texts she enjoys and to spend time
with her peers.  This year the group has read
Shakespeare’s Rape of Lucrece and Venus and Adonis,
poems of Thomas Wyatt, Thomas Nashe’s The
Unfortunate Traveller, George Gascoigne’s The
Adventures of Master FJ, Thomas Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy,
Ben Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair, and recent criticism by
two of the Department’s Renaissance professors, Ben
Saunders and George Rowe.

This spring, doctoral students Britta Spann and
Rachel Hanan have revived a Latin Reading Group.
According to Spann, in the past most participants were
beginners: “the small group and casual atmosphere” were
“well-suited for people who wanted to learn the language
but didn’t want to commit to a formal class.”   But in its
newer incarnation, a “small (but dedicated) group”
includes intermediate and advanced level Latin students
who have found a congenial and collegial environment to
explore their shared obsession with the classics in the
original tongue.  After reading Erasmus’ De Copia
Verborum, they have moved on to Book 6 of Virgil’s
Aeneid, which recounts Aeneas’s gripping journey to the
underworld.

As new graduate students and faculty join the
Department, bringing with them new interests and
ambitions, the proliferation of reading groups seems
likely to continue.  Whether they dwell on ancient Latin or
contemporary comics, these groups enliven the
intellectual life of the Department by providing a space to
share ideas without the otherwise constant pressure of
evaluation, grades, and formal writing assignments.
Students and faculty need a time and a place simply to
talk about books, films, poems, plays, and other media
that are constantly changing the landscape of literary
studies.  For more than a decade, this vibrant array of
reading groups has played a major role in creating and
sustaining the collegial, collaborative spirit of the UO
English Department.
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Three Senior Instructors to Retire:
Paul Dresman, Joan Mariner, and

Margaret McBride

Three of the English Department’s most experienced
 and devoted senior instructors are preparing to
 retire from full time teaching.  Between them, Paul

Dresman, Joan Mariner, and Margaret McBride have over
66 years of teaching experience at UO; they have
collectively taught as many as 18,000 students.  Join us in
paying tribute to these exceptional teachers and citizens
for their years of service.

Paul Dresman came to teach at the University of
Oregon in l988 from Beijing Teachers’ University in
China and the University of California at San Diego,
where he obtained a Ph.D. in English and American
literature (a dissertation on the nature and use of history in
the poetry of Edward Dorn).  He did undergraduate work
and earned a Master’s Degree at San Francisco State
University with a thesis on the bay area poets (Kenneth
Rexroth, Philip Whalen, Gary Snyder, Lew Welch) and
their relation to nature.  During his time in San Francisco,
he attended readings by many of the figures of San
Francisco poetry renaissance, and he was also a
Conscientious Objector during the Vietnam War, doing
two years of alternative service.

Initially, Dresman taught mainly composition at the
University of Oregon, and he later moved into various
courses on American and 20th Century Literature.  In
recent years, he innovated three versions of English 399:
“Contemporary American Writing,” “Beat Poets and
Writers,” and “l922,” a course on literary modernism.   He
also created and taught a course in the Humanities
Program, entitled “Western Versions of China.”

For the past seven years, Dresman has anchored the
Department’s offerings in Twentieth Century Literature
and Writing 312: “Principles of Tutorial Writing,” a
course that prepares outstanding English majors to serve
as Writing Associates (peer tutors) and Reading
Assistants (graders) for the Department.

Dresman’s scholarly interests are interdisciplinary,
and he overlaps scholarship with creative work in poetry
and poetry translation.  Since the l970s, he has co-edited
literary and arts journals—Crawl Out Your Window, Big
Rain, and helicóptero—the last a bi-lingual journal with
Chilean poet Jesús Sepúlveda that involved several
graduate students and some faculty members from the
Department of Romance Languages over a period of six
years.  A volume of poetry translations was published in a
bi-lingual edition by Cuarto Propio Press in Santiago,
Chile, in 2006.  Dresman’s poetry, short fiction, essays,
and reviews have appeared in numerous literary journals,
anthologies and chapbooks.  A book of selected poems,
The Silver Dazzle of the Sun, appeared in 2004.  A
significant scholarly essay regarding the representation of
Native Americans in the work of Edward Dorn was
published in the volume Internal Resistances (University
of California Press, l985), and an essay of cultural
criticism, “Astor, Astoria, and the Complications of
American Wealth,” came out in Square One (University of
Colorado, Boulder) in 2003.

Looking back over his years in the English
Department, Dresman has fond memories of serving on
several committees, chairing or being part of several
Honors theses, and participating in the Multicultural
Center’s middle-school students of color program.  His
most gratifying memories, however, center on teaching:
“Those moments of interaction when the class produces
original insights into the work or the passage in question.
I have learned much from my students,” he says, “and
they have also provided me with a paid excuse to continue
my enthusiasm for literature, the deep-hearted center of
the English classroom.”

After retirement, Dresman plans to spend more time
writing, reading, and traveling to Mexico to keep up
Spanish with his wife, an English as a Second Language
instructor at LCC, Christine Seifert. This summer, their
youngest son, Evan, a history major at UO, will be
married to a current graduating senior of the English
Department, Christa Benson.

After a 20-year child-rearing hiatus, Joan Mariner

Paul Dresman

Joan Mariner






















