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The first class of my last workshop in the MFA fiction program at Texas State 

University, Thursday evening, August 25, 2005, a few days before Hurricane Katrina 

smashed into New Orleans. Maybe the presence of the literary divinities in workshop this 

semester resulted from some new policy, recently implemented, or maybe we had just 

gotten lucky. Regardless, my skin blood brains bones came tingling more to life the 

moment the three divinities, as I began to think of them in the instant, walked into class. 

First came the man I immediately thought of as Zeus. He loomed ageless, like a god, 

of both Mayan and Norwegian ancestry, raised in Guatemala but lived most recently in 

Gallup, New Mexico. The big bold lines of his body played into his writing. His name 

was Rafael, but for my part I thought of him as Zeus. His forehead oversized. His unruled 

hair gushed from skull to shoulders where it seemed chopped as if by hatchet bronze. 

Could I be as big as him if I threw my whole life into it? 

He wore earth colored clothes that may have been bought in the stalls of bazaars and 

flea markets throughout the continents but apart from a bit of lively color and some 

unusual cuts and seams and fabric, his apparel had much in common with the worn 

utilitarian gray and blue work clothes of my grandfather, an old-time, small town, rural 

forest and field, coal country Pennsylvania plumber. 

What's in a name? "Zeus" was the first I associated with Rafael, and the first I 

recorded in my journal from which I take these notes. He was frequently only Zeus in my 

mind. I guess he may always be. 

The Angel was green.  

Hard to say it any different.  

Her name was Wendy Halo, as one might wish, and I thought of her as the Angel. She 

possessed long straight green hair, not dayglo green though not far off either. It looked 



natural enough, in its way, seemed high quality and real, not wig-bulky. Looked authentic 

blowing in the dry Texas wind. Still, I tried every time I saw her to gather evidence as to 

whether or not she wore a green wig, or dyed the real. Her skin was as green as Zeus' 

head was large – it glowed with more than a tinge – green luminescent especially under 

the fluorescent lights of workshop – and appeared so even outside at night under 

lamplight, when we took a break in the middle of the two and a half hour class. 

Halloween come early, I thought the moment, following Zeus, that Wendy Halo 

walked into workshop in her glowing wig and full body mascara – or so I guessed, 

wrongly.  

No Goth look, the opposite, nothing dark at all, she wore dapper pastels over her 

greenness straight out of Dr. Seuss, if not zigzag zany. Side by side, the Angel and Zeus, 

the light and gravity of any room.  

Occasionally we would glimpse the Angel with a bottle of pills that everyone was too 

polite to ask about. Naturally, I wondered how she might be sick. After spending time 

with her and reading her prose, I wondered also if she was the case of a person trying to 

live up to the accident of name, the kind of person you come across from time to time, or 

think you have, the Sunnys, the Christians, the Lances, the Merrys of the world – 

self decreed names, or, more commonly, stamped by parents. I guess every name is a 

stamp, some less obvious than others. 

And then in walked the third divinity, only a few years older than my 25 years, like 

the others – a she, too, not that she apparently wanted to be. Or not that she seemed to 

care one way or an other. Tomboy, it's called, sometimes, though Loki appeared an 

effeminate Tomboy – slender, soft, flat brown hair of shoulder length. Brown eyes. 

Average height. When she stood next to Zeus she blocked little of him out. 

The thing is, she had a look in her eyes – the look of Loki.  

Brilliant – demented apathetic – electric. Enflamed – at – Herself? Humanity? All 

Creation?  

She seemed intent to be and do just about what the hell ever she wished to be and do, 

as who the hell ever she felt she was or might be – a pretty little smart person who thinks 

she can get away with almost everything, and almost can. 

When I first saw her, "Loki" popped into my mind – the god of mischief.  
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Her real name – does it matter? 

She seemed half divine, half damned, and proud of it. 

You could hardly see her against the type of brown cushioned chair on wheels we sat 

in, or when she stood near Zeus or behind most anyone, and yet she could be so in your 

face it felt like she filled your socks with your own blood and your shoes gushed. She 

looked at you as if she could see into and from within the back of your eyes, into the 

retina past the rods and cones and any other ethereal fleck. You could scarcely tell what 

she herself thought, except it did not seem much at all approving.  

She was pale – Anglo, as they say in Texas – and spackled, with more than a touch 

of, call it, bloodfire, skinburn. 

Rafael Zeus was a mountain of a man compared to everyone I had known, including 

even our tall-of-stature visiting professor that semester, and whenever Zeus and Loki 

happened to approach one another it was like the immovable object and the unstoppable 

force. Seemed clear how against limits she chose to be. With a mind like a lava flow, 

Loki seemed to me to be a piece of work, whereas the other two were more works 

incarnate, fine art in their presence and essence. They could each knock you on your ass, 

one way or another, or lift you higher than you knew to go. 

The Angel was like the ocean. She could swallow and digest Zeus and Loki, and after 

them everyone. She might have beatified us, insofar as we became part of her. 

Zeus and the Angel – Super Couple. Not that they ever did get together, as far as I 

knew. During the brief time of the workshop, to my knowledge the divinities kept their 

own counsel. 

Zeus was like extra iron in your back and blood and brains. He was the potent acid in 

your muscles. He was unearthly of power, a meteor from the beyond. He could take you 

by breaking you, while the Angel might conquer by pouring over, a liquid jewel spilt 

from cosmic forge. She drew you in by the back of the neck. Impossibly pure ether. Zeus 

held you out and away by the throat. 

I wasn't afraid of Loki.  

Black cats don't scare me either. But I always note their presence and wonder at the 

way they move. 

 

 3



That was the story lineup scorecard menu bill – that was the deal that semester – Zeus, 

the Angel and Loki descending upon our world in a final workshop. Every good 

workshop you remember like a vital story – as a real experience. By the time they each 

turned in a story, it was clear. The workshop was theirs. And we, poor mortals – barely 

literate, if literary – we studied who they were, how they wrote, why it worked, to the 

extent it did. The divinities' "short" stories went on for page after page – typically more 

than three times as long as our own. They felt like short novels. We dared to imagine 

matching them, or at least meeting them on their own grounds someday. In the meantime 

we did the best we could to find our own soil fertile enough to sink roots deep and strong 

from which to burst then bloom a great vernal wilderness of our own. Well, we tried. 

While most everyone wrote up a divine moment or two in workshop, we could not 

remotely match the Supreme Ones at length. Even professor X must have reviewed his 

work in their light. We honed in on their manners and thoughts, postures and styles, 

subjects and values, views and acts, and the stuff about which they wrote, maybe like 

vampires gathering blood. Or little bats. 

The blood of other worlds for use in our own. 

And why not?  

It was not like we ever gave ourselves over entirely.  

Our egos were not exactly that flimsy.  

We all were who we were. We aimed to be writers of this world in this time – and not 

to be creatures of some nether workshop world. 

We aimed to find our own voice – as is said – our own voices. 

We aimed and we worked. Who could not want to imbibe the divinities? Not if you 

wanted to be a writer of note. Not if you wanted to be the writers many of us aimed to be. 

At least, this was my view. Writers of the image. Writers of the imagination. Writers of 

the real and the great possibilities of our lives and this world. 

Workshop was. Stressful, intriguing, fun, tedious, even boring at times, but into this 

course had walked three of the most powerful writers I felt I could hope to know, the 

literary divinities who put up their stories first, if stories they could be called, more like 

epic prose songs from on high or earthquakes from below, stories that ran long, longer 

than usual, stories so full of conviction, unstoppable revelation and divining purpose that 
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for once we did not look at them in the pickiest of workshop ways – stories resisting 

narrow reductions, slight responses, hapless readings. 

Our teacher, a visiting professor none of us knew in person, entered the workshop that 

first day looking like teachers often do upon entering a new classroom – a bit disoriented 

if purposeful, more than a little other-minded in a way that can play your nerves or hint at 

a potent brew of experience, knowledge, intent, and the unknown.  

I did not see our professor walk in so much as sensed his entrance and what he might 

offer. Maybe this was only in my own head but so be it. The professor opened his roll 

book. He cocked one eyebrow and looked to a person beside me and then the whole class. 

"Call me Professor X." His mild manner now amused. "I know others prefer it. As do I. 

And not just because my name can be difficult to pronounce."  

Both first and last. His mother and father were Chinese and Nigerian, respectively. He 

had been raised in Los Angeles. I won't give Loki's real name here, and I won't give the 

professor's name either because they were so much Loki and Professor X to me. I think 

it's something they would be okay with. To be known as X was apparently the way X 

wanted it. To be in the abstract. Not that there would be no flesh and blood knowledge, 

not that there would be nothing of this world passed on. On the contrary. 

"Call me Ishmael," said Zee. We continued to call him Zee. He was my closest friend 

in the program. Why? Maybe because he was an outsider too, his writing by far the 

wackiest. Most days Zee pushed the look of a crazy woodsman, wild-eyed, striding long-

legged. He was far from any lover of woods though, much more a social gadfly and 

devotee of the alt music scene in Austin, the "live music capital of the world," and 

beyond. He liked to take his flying eyes and loping steps and his burnt red lions mane and 

get in your chest and face and command your whole attention to argue some ridiculous or 

trivial point. Every once in awhile he chose the wrong interlocutor at a bar or club, or 

picked a point that actually meant something to someone, and he found himself 

repercussed onto the floor. If you chose to engage he would listen to your line of reason. 

Polite when not aggressive, he might concede worthy points. He more or less valued 

discourse beyond conclusion, dynamic beyond reason, and the chance to stride forth 

another day, with invisible hatchet, another lot of wood to chop. He was a rambunctious 

arc of story forever in search of some coherent narrative frame. I pitched him frames on a 
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regular basis – about writing, life, women, men, friendship, parents, politics – which he 

cleverly smashed or threw off. Otherwise, we were too often at loose ends, I think, the 

two of us single in search of an elusive lady mate. 

Professor X was a novelist, playwright, short story weaver, poet, critic, general 

essayist. When it came to écriture, he did it all.  

As it turned out Professor X was a considerable teacher with high expectations who 

got out of students' way for the purpose of letting us grow as only we might, the classic 

teacher. He had plenty to say. He said it. And he meant what he said. 

"We're in the business of imaginative writing here, folks. We're crafting fiction, okay, 

but everyone should know that fiction may contain it all – essay, poetry, fact, fantasy, 

real people and imaginary figures, tropes, data points, slang, jargon, purpose, power, 

everything else." This wasn't exactly news but a welcome point of emphasis. When we 

think of fiction, we should realize there are scarcely any limits to what might be. 

Maybe already then and there Professor X sensed how badly most of our writing 

would compare to that of the three higher beings in class, the stars, our stars, as I 

perceived them even before seeing a scrap of their work. I felt I could sense their 

experience, knowledge, talent through the air around them, through their mode of being.  

I worried the professor might be dispirited by the rest of us, or merely tolerate with as 

much humor as possible.  

Maybe such a concern compelled us mere mortals in workshop to get the higher 

beings to put up their stories first – so we could scrutinize and learn as rapidly as 

possible, and critique, as we might.  

You can read all the great stories by great authors you want but the stories of your 

flesh and blood comrades are going to appeal and influence as much or more during the 

time of workshop. For the good and the bad, I think, every workshop struggles with this. 

How much could we know about the workshop this very first meeting? You could 

sense almost at once what was easy enough to pinpoint weeks later. You kind of got an 

idea the first meeting. You can always can be in the presence of special quality and not 

know it, though other times, it can't be missed. 

Professor X led us through an orderly round of introductions, then sort of opened 

things up to a general discussion of literature and our interests and investments in writing. 
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Why write? Why write what you write? Why not write what you don't? What might you 

write? What might you not write?  

Maybe it's a defect – much of my writing begins in anger. 

As the father of a child – which I am not but would like to be – where can you take 

your child in anger? 

Know thyself, right? The key to wisdom. Two parts to that. One – know human 

nature. Two – know what sort of odd variation you are. Maybe there's a third part – get it 

balanced and go – go with it strong, whatever you got – whatever you've got to the good 

– and make damn well sure you know you're always learning, seeing, and then acting 

accordingly. Otherwise, you'll learn the hard way – everyone knows? You need to know 

the world. You just do. You can't have a story unless you know some people and facts of 

the world and meet it with impulse. You can’t have a great novel without it. You need to 

know your mountain, your domain in the world. 

Professor X talked about his relationship to writing and discussed some of his views. 

He said art is thought, art is imagination, art is emotion, art is voice, art is view – art is 

experience that re-orders our way of looking at the world, heightens our senses and lines 

of seeing, conveys vital information, and may revolutionize our way of being.  

"The problem I see with workshop stories, the core problem, one of them, is the lack 

of life and death. Nobody is laying their lives on the line, not really. Not morally. Or even 

psychologically. Not emotionally. Not philosophically. Not physically. Not intellectually. 

Not materially. Not monetarily. That level of experience is what readers will remember 

and go on from. Or not have the chance to. You've got to make readers see and feel the 

life and death in life, and death. It doesn't have to be heavy, though it can't be fluff. Some 

of the most ebullient comedies and satires contain the most grave vortices. Every story 

story, every novel is a manifesto, or it is a mere puzzle or pastry. I don't want to see your 

puzzles and pastries in this classroom. I don't care if your stories are overt, implicit, 

ambiguous, indeterminant or all of the above, but they had better lay bare some manifesto 

of life worth waking people up in the morning. You heard me: a manifesto, either explicit 

or implied. A real experience. Don't pour me your weak coffee. Don't play out a pretty 

puzzle that either – ta da, look! – works itself out in the end or – ho ho, think again! – 
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falls apart. Make a world manifest. Make your story live, breath, speak a vital event. Or 

fail while trying." 

I had read some of the work of Professor X before semester, as I did with all my 

writing professors. I saw how warm his sense of people, how he delighted in the comic 

dissection of society and person. Sometimes he wrote sheer satire. You laughed at his 

plucky heroes and heroines or you looked elsewhere. His characters, his books did lay 

their lives on the line in such a way that you got a charge and lift out of them, a burst and 

bolt of power, energy, affirmation of the real and the ideal, a special experience that you 

might take as talisman and tool. 

That first day, he wrote on the board as he did at the start of every class: What is a 

perfect story? What is a perfect novel? 

At any given lull in class, he might ask, Where is this story most far from perfect? 

Most close? Not in the sense of fixing a ship or even talking mainly about form but of 

questioning the journey, the purpose, and the stuff of story. Some of the most insightful 

discussions occurred when different people in class saw the most and least essential 

passages of a story as being one in the same – sometimes for identical reasons. How to 

know when a story was constructively or destructively: didactic, drifting, voicey, 

clinical, slow, fast, concrete, abstract, overt, implicit. Made you think. Often Professor X 

himself would point out the overlooked beauty and power of a perceived weak passage, 

figure, mode, or other element. X knew novels and other books, artworks, facts we did 

not that he could relate to our own stories to help us understand the realities and 

possibilities we might have missed. And of course we knew plenty of life and its works 

that he did not which we offered into discussion. 

"What a lot of people don't get is that – except for gifts, and the gifts are important – 

writing finds shape ultimately from conscious purpose and concrete pools of material, 

knowledge, experience. Why emphasize the role of reporting, the role of research in 

writing, the role of fact? Because it's so basic. Not that imagination means nothing. Far 

from it. The art demands it." 

Professor X could run a class. He could be especially provocative or analytic, explicit 

or indirect, ranging deep into the text or to the farthest realms from it. That first day in 
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those first moments, he seemed to gather us all in with a glance, though I wondered if 

mainly he was taking in Loki, the Angel, and Zeus.  

He sort of half smiled – in frankness, in reserve, in challenge. It flicked around his 

face – circled his lips, darted from cheek to cheek, dotted both his chin and nose and then 

back to his cheeks, and he glanced again at the roll and the smile seemed to dab off his 

face, except in afterglow.  

I got the idea he had planted the divinities in our midst for his own personal 

amusement and edification. Then again, my mind is half the time going off on false trails. 

Maybe Professor X was not directly responsible for their presence and had unwittingly 

attracted them in the way students commonly select programs and courses based on who 

is teaching, and less so what. Regardless, the divinities filled the room to the point where 

the rest of us scrambled to find stray nooks and niches to root and grow.  

A workshop with the divine. Professor X at the helm. Hurricane Katrina booming in 

the not so distant Gulf. Workshop was no hurricane, but one bore down upon the other, 

and vice versa. To not be unnerved or excited to the tips of your fingers, to the tops of 

your skull was to be absent or dead. It was to be dying or about to die. It was to be lost, 

and worse.  

 

___________________________________________________ 

 

One weekend, the divinities and a few others drove 15 miles southwest from San Marcos 

to the oldest dance hall in Texas, Gruene Hall, to take in the scene. "They're not from 

around here," said a local teen, his mother staring too. Except, now they were.  

They wrote in the MFA program at Texas State, a program not full of Texans to begin 

with. While some of the students commuted to San Marcos 30 miles south from Austin 

and 45 miles north from San Antonio or journeyed from the rest of vast Texas, most 

writing students landed from all across the United States, even countries abroad.  

Still, to me too, the divinities might as well have descended from another orbit 

altogether.  

I wondered if they would feel compelled to complete the program, all three years.  
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At least Zeus, as I first thought of Rafael, had been granted a rare (I had thought non-

existent) exemption to take part in workshop without working toward the degree.  

Exclusion of non-degree students I felt to be unfortunate at Texas State. In addition to 

reading my fellow MFAer's work, I wished very much to read the writings of others with 

no interest, need, or time for all the MFA rules and regulations.  

I wished the program, the workshop at least, would recruit irregular writers from 

surrounding areas – the rancher countryside, the city neighborhoods, and beyond. I felt 

the cloistered MFA arena badly needed the views and voices of these outsider writers, 

many of whom might be reluctant, especially at first, to come in on typical MFA terms, 

many of whom were simply barred due to social, political, and economic problems – the 

vast financial inequality in the US and world, for one.  

If the program were lucky, some writers admitted to workshop non-degree would 

later choose to enroll full time, having gotten a taste and found it exciting or satisfactory 

or tolerable.  

Even so, these MFA years felt to be among the best of my life. Teaching on stipend 

and taking classes from professional writers, this was a chance to throw yourself into 

some great part of what you valued and loved, in a fertile setting and time, an experience 

I would not give up for too little. 

And yet no one here seemed interested in what I was interested in, not greatly, not 

unexpectedly. I felt like an outsider on the inside of things.  

In any case, school is school, Texas State was Texas State. It was every school and no 

school. In the end it washed over me like the sea over sand. The beach remains, and so 

does the sea. 

Central to the MFA program at Texas State, and most everywhere else, was 

workshop – the most exciting of all classes, putting up for critique your own stories and 

novel excerpts and considering the writing of others on its own merits and in light of the 

author, the person you knew, to the extent you did.  

It could be seriously nerve-wracking, to be critiqued, that is to have your story 

critiqued, though you want it so much, to be read and considered, that is to have your 

work read and considered. Not so easy to maintain a distinction between your work and 

yourself.  

 10



This semester proved different than the rest due to the three new students whom I 

thought of as divinities, who made this a class for the ages, of the ages, by the ages, not 

least of the daunting age that is today. Or so I imagined, in valuing so much what they 

brought to the table. 

Zeus, Angel, Loki – they were like literary divinities come to life, at least to me. 

"Divinity" – an exaggeration but the word that first made my mind.  

It takes work to be an MFA student here at the university. You teach basic writing 

courses to undergraduates to earn a stipend and tuition waver by way of this Teaching 

Assistantship, a TA – though the position should be called Instructor, since no teacher is 

ever assisted, complete responsibility for the classes belongs to you, the TA. 

Teach two undergraduate courses and take two or three graduate courses, per 

semester.  

Meanwhile, over the course of three years prepare for the written comprehensive 

exam and the oral defense – along with other academic and literary commitments.  

Plus, you have to simultaneously write a novel, not unlikely your first, or a book of 

short stories. That's a lot of mind action. That's a lot of school. I was glad to do it and get 

through it. 

I wished to explore and experience the world in ever more profound ways. I wished 

to reveal the conditions of people and life for the purpose of understanding and social 

change, and to go wherever this might lead. Yet I was no roving media correspondent, no 

freelance professional, no footloose voyager. I didn't have the time or the money or other 

means. Or so it seemed to me. 

So I settled into working for an MFA, though would have preferred to gain an LMFA 

– a Liberatory Master of Fine Arts – not that I had the words for it yet. I didn't know the 

name for what I wanted. Barely knew the general idea. I only had a sense of vital lines I 

wished to explore. 

First came school, even though there is more, far more, a hell of a lot more to 

learning than fulfilling the requirements of teaching, grading, going to class, reading, 

taking tests, writing papers, socializing, writing stories and chapters, for school. The 

"material" of story matter – experience matters. And idea and impulse.  

And then what you do with it all. 
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I wanted to read and write progressive and partisan and revolutionary fiction that cut 

through the crap and hurricaned the fluff and actually said something. Incisive and 

urgent. Fiction as work of art and experience, intelligence and gut that moved people, 

woke, informed, revealed, acted. Fiction that was change, that created change, that stirred 

people to know and to move toward revolution, in face of all injustice, misery, ignorance. 

Revolutionary fiction, call it. Liberatory literature. That was what I wanted to immerse in. 

And why not? Such writing worked successfully in the past, impacting the world for 

the better. There was no reason why it could not work today.  

What of the public? Our public? The so-called "world"? With all its riches and 

injustices, miseries, and ecstasies. Where are the stories of righting the great wrongs for 

real? Of naming names? Where are those great American novels? Where are those great 

global novels? And though there exist a number of progressive, even revolutionary works 

of literary criticism, much of this tradition – or tendency, call it – has been largely buried 

and forgotten, or otherwise marginalized and ignored. 

It was after discovering a few long-buried texts of this liberatory tendency – 

including (key to me) Maxwell Geismar's fed-up American Moderns: From Rebellion to 

Conformity along with his memoir Reluctant Radical and VF Calverton's Liberation of 

American Literature and Bernard Smith's Forces in American Criticism as well as a few 

engaged essays in Kenneth Burke's The Philosophy of Literary From – I knew for sure 

that though what I was learning in the MFA program was valuable in its best moments, it 

did not lead direct into what I most needed and wanted to learn – the taboo explorations 

of liberatory lit, part of an entire literary tendency, even tradition, a history badly 

marginalized and forgotten. A scandal. 

I knew something was missing, a lot. So after a year in the MFA program, I dived 

into the library. I began reading in hundreds, probably thousands of books over the course 

of the next two years – all the while going to college, teaching, keeping this journal. 

Within a few weeks I had at least familiarized myself – glancingly yet tellingly – with 

most every sort of novel and literary criticism in the university's modest library. I drove 

to nearby Austin and within a few months had done a good bit of the same thing at the 

much larger library facilities of the University of Texas. That was summer one. And then 

I continued to discover and learn, keeping up nearly the same intense pace – a type of 
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learning that while surely varying in intensity can be engaged in for the rest of life, as 

with so many things. 

When I say read a book, I don't necessarily mean cover to cover, word for word. I 

mean make its real acquaintance – know the opening, the closing, something of its 

development, gist and style. Get the kernel of the substance of it, at least. Know 

something of its cultural and social context, and if possible that of its author. 

The internet helped, greatly – searching the used books consortium abebooks.com by 

promising keywords – as did references within books, embedded quotes, pointed 

comments, lists, throw-away remarks, related criticisms, histories, philosophies, 

biographies, resources both key and stray. Some books you get to know over a period of 

weeks, months, years, though you've held them in your hands only for minutes, an hour, 

part of a day or two. You triangulate and figure things out. You scan notes, epigraphs, 

tables, indices. But most of all, you read, and you think, like a madman gone to joy.  

I documented on computer key compelling passages, kept a list of what I considered 

to be "gold mine" books for myself. Also, a bibliographical list with notes on hundreds of 

further interesting books, essays, chapters. The thing is – to understand, to really learn, 

I've found it helps to document what I'm aware of, what I want to know and what others 

know in relation to that, and to take down leads on what else might be out there, 

undiscovered, and where. 

I like to think of the books on shelves in libraries as brains – minds organized and 

placed. Brains or worlds. You go and you select a brain and are washed in its blood, for 

the good or the bad. You get that world. You get the synapse, you get the blood, you get 

any power. 

There is good reason to put a lot of books quickly back upon the shelf, though 

sometimes not the ones you might think at first, just as there is good reason to linger a bit 

over those useful. Turn the page, close the cover, and on you go, mind-blood, brain-blood 

altered and altering, reaffirmed and reaffirming, challenged and challenging, more alive 

than ever. 
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