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Graduate Fiction Workshop: Contexts the Classics 
LaTanya McQueen//LaTanya.McQueen@gmail.com 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

In Postcolonial Con-texts: Writing Back to the Canon, John Thieme talks about “contexts,” a term for works of 
resistance that use a classic English text as a strategy for contesting the authority of the canon of English 
literature. Authors of texts like Wide Sargasso Sea by Jean Rhys (one of the most famous retellings that 
posits another side to Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre) “rewrite” these ‘classics’ as a way of challenging and 
dismantling English literary hegemonies that tend to represent the world through a white, imperialist 
lens. In this fiction workshop, we will read contemporary “rewritten” novels while thinking about how 
the authors have renegotiated perspectives and points of view the original text silenced. In addition to the 
workshop submission material, you’ll write your own rewriting of a text to turn in at the end of the 
semester. Because in this act of rewriting the relationship between the two works must be seen as existing 
in dialogue with each other, for a final project you will examine one of the classic texts alongside the 
contemporary rewritings we read in class, culminating in a final analysis essay examining two of the works 
in relation to one another.  

TEXTS/MATERIALS 

• We’ll read and discuss the following novels: The Ballad of Black Tom, by Victor Lavalle, Boy, Snow, 
Bird, by Helen Oyeyemi, Pym by Matt Johnson, Foe by J.M. Coetzee, When She Woke by Hillary 
Jordan, On Beauty by Zadie Smith, The Story of Edgar Sawtelle by David Wroblewski, and For Her Dark 
Skin by Percival Everett

• Additionally, each of you will read one of the following: The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of 
Nantucket by Edgar Allan Poe, The Tempest by William Shakespeare, The Scarlett Letter by 
Nathaniel Hawthorne, Howard’s End by E. M. Forster, Hamlet by William Shakespeare, and Medea by 
Euripides

• We’ll also read and discuss the following stories: The Horror at Red Hook and The Call of Cthulhu by H.P. 
Lovecraft, “Snow White” by the Grimm Brothers

• Lastly, we’ll read (and you’ll present on) the following critical essays/excerpts: “On Beauty and 
Being Just” by Elaine Scarry, “Romancing the Shadow” from Playing in the Dark by Toni Morrison, 
“Can the Subaltern Speak?” by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “The New Black Aesthetic” by Trey Ellis, 
“The Laugh of the Medusa” by Helene Cixous, “Why Write?” from What Is Literature? by Jean-Paul 
Sartre, “The Archetypes of Literature” by Northrop Frye, “What Is A Minor Literature?” from Kafka: 
Toward a Minor Literature by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, and “Discourse in the Novel” by 
Mikhail Bahktin, and “Signs Taken From Wonders” from The Location of Culture by Homi K. Bhabha 

BREAKDOWN OF ASSIGNMENTS/EXPECTATIONS 

o In-Class Writing (this mostly will consist of prompts that will get you
thinking critically about the readings)

o Oral Responses to Workshop Manuscripts
o Oral Weekly Reports on Your Writing Process
o Commitment Of 50-60 New Pages of Fiction for Workshop
o Presentation on a Critical Text/Essay
o Analysis of a Canonical Text (paired with one of its contemporary
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retellings) 
o Retellings Story Experiment

This class is fairly demanding in terms of the workload.  Therefore, I will assign you an “A” if you attend class each 
week, complete all of the assignments in a serious and timely manner, demonstrate knowledge of the readings, produce 
the required page count at the end of the semester, and offer your classmates respectful, consistent, and appropriate 
feedback on their fiction.     

WORKSHOP MANUSCRIPTS 

I expect you all to be writing a significant amount over the course of this semester. We’ll do two 
workshop sessions in which for each session you’ll turn in 25-30 pages of material (50-60 total). Your 
workshop material need not correspond to the theme of the course. My only expectation is that you are 
producing and submitting new material. This can be a combination of flash fiction, stories, novella or 
novel excerpts. While I would prefer for the novel chapters to be self-contained it’s okay if they aren’t. 
However, please include a synopsis of the novel if you believe such information is necessary. 

Please deliver hard copy manuscripts to class on the designated class day. All workshop submissions will 
be due at the same time to ensure that there are no gaps in the schedule. 

It should go without saying, but just in case: please use Times New Roman or Garamond font, size 12, 
with one-inch margins, and paginated throughout.  

ORAL RESPONSE AND WORKSHOP FEEDBACK 

For every workshop, each of you will give an oral response on another peer’s workshop submission. First, 
think about what parallels you can make between the submission and the theme of the course. In what 
ways do you see the test “writing back” to the canon? How do you see it contesting preconceived notions 
regarding race, gender, class, or sexuality? How is it reinventing particular genre expectations? Second, I 
want you to think about the successes of the work. Where are the moments that surprise you?  What, in 
tandem of thinking about craft, is this text doing well? Reference 1-2 examples as illustration. Lastly, I 
want you to think of 2-3 questions that will frame the class discussion.  
For every workshop, every student in the class will 1.) annotate the workshop submissions (there should 
comments on the line margins of the submission) and 2.) write a 1-2 page single-spaced written feedback 
letter to the student being workshopped.  

WRITING PROCESS WEEKLY REPORTS 

Once a week you will give an oral report on your writing process. This can consist of a combination of 
things—you can read an excerpt (roughly a page) of something you’re working on, a summary of your 
work over the previous week, something you researched that you’re thinking of writing about. These will 
be read in class but not evaluated. 

PRESENTATIONS 
You’ll sign up for and give a fifteen minute presentation of one of the critical texts. For this, I want you to 
assess what the main argument of the text is. What key concepts are important? How can we connect 
these ideas to that week’s readings but also to the overall thematic concerns of the class? 

CANONICAL TEXT ANALYSIS 

Over the course of the semester, you’ll read an additional text that corresponds with one of the retellings 
we’re reading in class. You’ll read this text on your own time, and on the last day of class you’ll turn in to 
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me an analysis (5-7 pages) that compares the original text with its contemporary re-envisioning. With 
this, I want you to think about where and in what way the author diverges from the canonical text. Why 
do you think those choices were made and to what purpose? Where does the retelling succeed that the 
original doesn’t? How does it push back or expand upon the source text?  
For clarification purposes, below are the novels with the corresponding source texts: 

Pym by Matt Johnson (The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket by 
Edgar Allan Poe) 

Foe by J.M. Coetzee (Robinson Crusoe by Daniel Defoe) 

When She Woke by Hillary Jordan (The Scarlett Letter by Nathaniel 
Hawthorne) 

On Beauty by Zadie Smith (Howard’s End by E.M. Forster) 

The Story of Edgar Sawtelle by David Wroblewski (Hamlet by William 
Shakespeare) 

For Her Dark Skin by Percival Everett (Medea by Euripides) 

RETELLING STORY 

Think about the stories you’ve read in the past. What characters that existed on the margins do you wish 
had been given space to tell their own narratives? What if you reimagined fairy tales or myths from a 
feminist perspective? Or a postcolonial one? Another avenue that could be explored is the alternate 
retelling of a historical event (in the vein of Philip Roth’s The Plot Against America, a novel that imagines an 
alternate history where Franklin Roosevelt is defeated in the presidential election of 1940, or Nadine 
Gordimer’s July’s People, a novel that imagines a future version of South Africa where Apartheid is ended 
through a civil war). 

By the end of this semester you’ll turn in your own imagined retelling (10-15 pages). This can be the 
beginning of a longer work or it can be a self-contained piece. You’ll receive a written feedback letter 
from me before the beginning of the next semester (either emailed or put in your mailbox).  


