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ENGLISH 606: EXPERIMENTAL LITERATURE BY WOMEN 
Fall 2015, Tuesdays 6:00-8:30 pm, MC 291 

Darcy L. Brandel      Office/Phone: MC 262 / 313.927.1447 
Department of English and ML     Office hours: M, T, W  2-3 pm 
dbrandel@marygrove.edu     Additional hours available by appt. 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

Consider this paradox: the most famous poets of the Modern period, such as T.S. Eliot, William Butler Yeats, 
Wallace Stevens and Ezra Pound, were attempting to use language in new ways in order to resist what they saw 
as the deterioration of society due to industrialization and modern technology. They were attempting to create 
positive change in the world by experimenting with language and representation. What they created, however, 
were some extremely difficult texts that became nearly inaccessible to readers (then and now). They saw the 
difficulty and strangeness of their texts as necessary factors in challenging what was considered acceptable, yet 
the difficulty made their works inaccessible to most. How can artists create positive change in the world when 
most people cannot access their ideas? (For example, how many times have you closed a book because it didn’t 
make any sense or walked away from a painting because it seemed pointless or turned off music because it 
sounded like awful noise?)  How can we address this issue of difficulty? What do we do with artwork we do not  
know what to do with?  We will also explore questions such as: How can these texts be seen as experimental? 
How does the experimentation differ from work to work? How might we contextualize these differences? 
Historically, culturally, politically? What expectations do we, as audiences, bring to a text? What happens when 
these expectations are not met? And what role does gender play in any of these considerations? 

INSTITUTIONAL AND COURSE LEARNING OUTCOMES 

Marygrove College believes that every individual has the responsibility to exercise leadership for the common 
good. A Marygrove education concentrates on developing the knowledge, awareness, abilities, and courage that 
produces competent, compassionate, and committed graduates whose leadership benefits the communities in 
which they live and work. As such, Marygrove has adopted seven institutional learning outcomes that promote 
urban leadership aptitudes. English 606 is designed to help you develop capabilities in the following areas: (1) 
critical and creative thought, (2) effective communication, (3) depth and breadth of knowledge, and (4) 
promotion of social justice. 

Further, as a result of taking this course, you will: 
1. Gain exposure to a variety of literature by women and consider it in historical and cultural context. 
2. Consider the risks, goals, and limitations of literary experimentation, especially in relation to social change.  
3. Improve your ability to think in great depth about a focused field of study. 
4. Enhance your powers of literary analysis and independent critical thinking. 
5. Further develop your mastery of research, writing, and oral presentation skills. 
6. Enhance and build confidence in your ability to participate effectively in the discipline. 

REQUIRED TEXTS 

1.  The following required books will be made available to you for purchase in the bookstore: 
 Berssenbrugge, Mei Mei. Hello, the Roses (2013) 
 Kraus, Chris. I Love Dick (1997) 

Mullen, Harryette. Sleeping with the Dictionary (2002) 
Paley, Grace. The Collected Stories (1994) 
Rankine, Claudia. Citizen: An American Lyric (2014) 
Smith, Ali. How to be both (2014) 
Stein, Gertrude. Tender Buttons: Objects, Food, Rooms (1914) 

2.  Additional readings will be provided in class and/or on our Blackboard course site. 



COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

1. Weekly Blackboard responses: Prior to each class, you will post a short paper (no more than one page, double-spaced, 
in typescript) on our online Blackboard discussion forum taking up some aspect of the weekly reading that particularly 
engaged you. Be sure to reference specific passages from the reading in articulating your thoughts and questions. 
Blackboard responses should be posted *no later than midnight the evening before our class* in order to allow us time to 
read each other’s postings before we meet as a group. 

2. Student-led discussion: Every student will lead one of our discussions. For your scheduled session, you will be 
responsible for determining the approach to the topic, assigning any additional readings in advance as well as leading the 
discussion. Choose approaches that move you and your fellow classmates into less familiar territory and that make you 
uncomfortable. As you plan your session, keep in mind that it’s not just about you; it’s about the whole community. It’s 
about trying to create a collective process of critical thinking, questioning, and discovery. Find ways to engage us. Get us 
thinking. Get us talking. Get us listening too. Be open to surprise. Remember that every class member will have written 
Blackboard responses on your topic. Think of ways to use the responses in class. 

3. Close-Reading Paper: You will be required to write an in-depth analysis (about 3-4 pages) of part(s) of one of the 
primary texts we discuss in class, in which you closely consider the language and style of the section(s) and how that 
language creates the effects it has on its audience. You will eventually revise the piece and incorporate the revised version 
into your final paper. 

4. Final Paper: Your final paper (15-20 pages) will be structured around your close-reading. You will contextualize your 
analysis by considering the larger implications of the literary representation(s) you choose. The paper should demonstrate a 
genuine struggle with the issues, showing how your engagement with this course and the readings has moved you from one 
place to another – how you have been transformed in the process of grappling with these issues.  

COURSE POLICIES AND PROCEDURES 

1. Attendance is mandatory. Come to every class and come on time. In a discussion-based class, the process of critical 
thinking and collective inquiry is as important as the conclusions reached. Therefore, in order to be successful in this 
course, it is essential that you attend class AND participate. If you are not able to attend, you are responsible for 
material missed, so make a friend on the first day that you can call to find out what we covered. Understand, however, 
that no summary of a discussion can replace your own participation in the classroom learning process.   

2. If I detect a pattern of absence, I will recommend that you withdraw from the course. You cannot pass the course if you 
demonstrate an extensive pattern of absence. 

3. We will often begin with an informal check-in, to gauge our collective states of mind. Toward the end of each session, 
we will take time to reflect on how our seminar discussion went: what have we learned about the topic at hand and 
about our own group process, and why does any of this matter? 

4. You are expected to complete all assignments on time. If you think that you will be unable to meet a deadline, talk with 
me ahead of time to negotiate a possible extension. Your ability to meet the deadlines of this course will be factored 
into your participation grade. 

5. Plagiarism is a serious breach of academic honesty and discipline. Plagiarized assignments are given a grade of 0/E. 
Any student guilty of plagiarism or cheating is reported to the Dean. Such offenses may result in academic probation, 
suspension, or dismissal from the college. 

6. Marygrove College maintains a supportive academic environment for students with disabilities. To ensure equal access 
to all educational programs, activities and services, students with disabilities should notify the College, provide 
documentation, and request reasonable accommodations. If you require academic accommodations in this course, you 
must contact Disability Support Services by email at <dss@marygrove.edu> to establish an accommodations plan with 
the Coordinator; I will be as cooperative as possible in honoring your approved accommodations plan. 

EVALUATION 

As your instructor, I believe that grades—and the anxiety that surrounds receiving them—are an impediment to learning. 
Grades are an extrinsic motivator that tends to coerce students into working out of fear of getting a bad grade. Conversely, 
intrinsic motivation originates from within learners themselves. The desire to learn in order to understand better a topic of 
interest is an example of an intrinsic motivator. Despite my misgivings about grades, I am required to assess your 
coursework by submitting a final course grade for each student. 

In order to shift the focus of this course to learning goals, I will not provide letter or number grades for course work 
submitted during the semester. Instead, narrative evaluations (both written and verbal) will detail my responses to your 
synthesis of course material. Where relevant, I will offer suggestions for improvement or refinement of required 

!2
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assignments. I will translate my overall assessment of the quality of your written work and your engagement with the 
course into a letter grade for official records (see rubric below for more details).  

Why use narrative evaluations? A letter or number grade alone provides little detail about a student’s learning. Such grades 
say nothing, for instance, about student engagement with the course material or intellectual growth during the semester. 
Letter and number grades typically measure learning in relation to reconceived criteria or in comparison to other students. A 
student who struggled with the course material may have learned more than a student who easily understood the material 
from the start and tested “better” on traditional exams. In order to overcome some of the deficiencies of traditional grading, 
I will utilize narrative evaluations. The benefits of narrative evaluations include: 

• helping to create a learning environment in which education is experienced as its own goal; 
• placing an emphasis on learning as opposed to ranking; 
• providing a more detailed and nuanced account of a student’s involvement with course material and overall 

quality of work produced; 
• changing instructor/student interactions from a focus on hierarchy to emphasis on relationship and co-

learning, and therefore better facilitating communication between instructors and students; 
• eliminating the mystery of instructor expectations about student performance; 
• promoting creativity and intellectual development; 
• promoting a personal motivation to learn and an overall classroom culture of learning. 

ENGLISH 606 GRADING RUBRIC 

A  RANGE B  RANGE C  RANGE E  RANGE

1 
ATTENDANCE 

(15%) 

❑ on-time arrival and nearly 
perfect class attendance 

❑ on-time arrival and 
regular class attendance

❑ frequent late arrivals but 
regular class attendance

❑ frequent late arrivals 
and absences

2 
PARTICIPATION 

(15%)

❑ extensive participation in 
every class and/or 
blackboard discussion 

❑ regular participation in 
class and/or blackboard 
discussion

❑ occasional participation 
in class or blackboard 
discussion

❑ infrequent or no 
participation in class or 
blackboard discussion

3 
BB RESPONSES 

(15%) 

❑ full, thoughtful, and on-
time responses for all 
readings 

❑ occasionally brief but 
on-time responses for all 
readings

❑ brief and occasionally 
late responses for most 
readings

❑ infrequent and/or 
irrelevant late responses 
for some of the readings

4 
STUDENT-LED 
DISCUSSION 

(15%) 

❑ excellent facilitation of 
discussion: connected all 
texts; prepared many 
insightful questions 

❑ good facilitation of 
discussion: connected 
most texts; prepared some 
thoughtful questions

❑ fair facilitation of 
discussion: limited 
conversation with 
evidence of few questions 
prepared 

❑ struggled to facilitate 
discussion: few to no 
questions prepared or did 
not facilitate at all

5 
QUALITY OF 

WRITTEN WORK 
(40%)

❑ evidence of excellent 
effort: work is substantive 
and original in content, 
mature and polished in 
style; several drafts and 
revisions produced; 
language use is creative and 
effective; free of errors in 
grammar, punctuation, 
spelling, or formatting; 
pieces are well-detailed and 
use disciplinary formats 
appropriately

❑ evidence of good effort: 
work is substantive and 
original in content, but 
could stand additional 
polish; several drafts and 
revisions; language use is 
effective but not as 
creative as A range work; 
no serious errors in 
grammar, punctuation, 
spelling, or formatting; 
pieces could use 
improvement in use of 
detail and format 

❑ evidence of fair effort: 
work may be formulaic or 
predictable, with strengths 
and weaknesses evenly 
balanced; language use is 
inconsistent, offset by 
problems in content or 
style; errors in grammar, 
punctuation, spelling, or 
formatting; pieces need 
further development and 
improvement in formats 

❑ evidence of below 
average/poor effort:  
weaknesses predominate 
over strengths; little or no 
effort at revision; language 
is plagued by problems in 
content or style; serious 
errors in grammar, 
punctuation, spelling, or 
formatting; pieces show 
little  to no understanding 
of author’s purpose, 
assignment and/or formats
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COURSE SCHEDULE 

Week 1 
Sep 8  Intro and syllabus overview; what is experimental writing? 

Relevant readings: Handout of experimental writing by women (copy) 

Week 2  
Sep 15  The question of difficulty  

Relevant readings: Butler, Judith. “Values of Difficulty” (copy) 
     hooks, bell. “Theory as Liberatory Practice” (copy) 

Week 3 
Sep 22  The “Mother of Us All” and the risk of experimentation 

Relevant readings: Stein, Gertrude. Tender Buttons 
     Braque, Georges, et al. “Testimony Against Gertrude Stein” (copy) 
     Brandel, Darcy. “The Case of Gertrude Stein and the Genius of  
      Collaboration” (copy) 

Week 4 
Sep 29  Talking back to Stein: reconceiving racialized relationships to language   
  Relevant readings:  Mullen, Harryette. Sleeping with the Dictionary  
     Hogue, Cynthia. “Beyond the Frame of Whiteness: Harryette Mullen’s  
      Revisionary Border Work” (copy) 

Week 5   
Oct 6   Challenging authorial power and questioning silence 

Relevant readings: Paley, Grace. Sels from The Collected Stories 
Chaskes, Daniel. “‘Shout it Out Loud’: Grace Paley and the  
 Radicalization of Maternity” (copy) 
Lorde, Audre. “The Transformation of Silence in Language and  

Action” (copy) 

Week 6 
Oct 13  Multicultural experiences, multilingual representations 

Relevant readings: Anzaldúa, Gloria. “How to Tame a Wild Tongue” (copy),  
Sels from Making Face, Making Soul: Haciendo Caras (copy) 

Hames-Garcia, Michael. “How to Tell a Mestizo from an Enchirito:  
Colonialism and National Culture in the Borderlands” (copy) 

Week 7 
Oct 20  Performing the theoretical 

Relevant readings: Kraus, Chris. I Love Dick 
     Fisher, Anna Watkins. “Manic Impositions: The Parasitical Art of Chris  
      Kraus and Sophie Calle” (copy) 

Week 8 
Oct 27  Contemplating mixed media: forms that bear witness 

Relevant readings: Rankine, Claudia. Citizen: An American Lyric 
     Berlant, Lauren. “Claudia Rankine” (copy) 
     Kimberley, Emma. “Politics and Poetics of Fear after 9/11: Claudia  
      Rankine’s Don’t Let Me Be Lonely” (copy) 
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Week 9 
Nov 3  “I am not explicit about anything”: representing the abstract and philosophical 

Relevant readings: Berssenbrugge, Mei Mei. Hello, the Roses 
     Schelb, Edward. “‘Decode into Chrysanthemums’: Mei Mei  
      Berssenbrugge and Poststructuralist Thought” (copy) 
     Zhou, Xiaojing. “Blurring the Borders between Formal and Social  
      Aesthetics: An Interview with Mei Mei Berssenbrugge” (copy) 

Week 10 
Nov 10  Deconstructing gender and sexuality 

Relevant readings: Smith, Ali. How to be both 
     TBD: sel from Ali Smith: Contemporary Critical Perspectives (copy) 

 

Week 11 
Nov 17  On aesthetics / advanced research orientation in library 

Relevant readings:  hooks, bell.“An Aesthetic of Blackness: strange & oppositional” (copy) 
Felski, Rita.“Why Feminism Doesn’t Need an Aesthetic (And Why It  
 Can’t Ignore Aesthetics)” (copy) 

Week 12 
Nov 24  More scholarly context of the field 

Relevant readings: Friedman and Fuchs. “Contexts and Continuities: An Introduction to  
    Women’s Experimental Fiction in English” (copy) 
   Mitchell, Kaye. “The Gender Politics of Experiment” (copy) 
   Carroll, Rachel. “How Soon Is Now: Constructing the Contemporary /  
    Gendering the Experimental” (copy) 

Week 13 
Dec 1  In-class workshop on drafts of research paper 

Week 14 
Dec 8  Final wrap-up, evaluations, and questions on research paper 

Week 15 
Dec 15  *FINAL PAPER DUE IN MY OFFICE*   
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*Close-Reading Paper due via email no later than Friday, Nov 13* 


