
January 2026 MFA Residency 

Schedule of Public Lectures & Readings 

 

All lectures and readings take place in the Chapel from Jan 3rd-7th, and the Y-Alumni Room 

from Jan 9th -11th. Both are located in the Blue Ridge Center building on the campus of the 

Blue Ridge Assembly in Black Mountain, NC. 

 

Jan 4th, 2:30pm 

Hanna Pylväinen~  Therapizing Plot   

Many contemporary stories, noted Charles Baxter, have a tendency to turn inwards for plot rather than 

outwards — characters move towards a past, and not a future. Critics like Parul Sehgal have noted the 

tendency towards a "trauma" plot — an uncovering of an old wrong. This lecture will consider narrative 

options of incorporating a dramatic event in the past and consider our contemporary therapeutic moment 

in literature. 

 

Jan 5th, 9:00am 

Marisa Silver ~ The Fiction of Chance  

Do lives contain meaning? Do actions and emotions conform to logical cause and effect patterns that 

produce narrative cohesion and significance? If our answer is "no" or "maybe not", or even "hmmm", 

then I think it's worthwhile exploring the way our effort to make meaning in fiction can sometimes 

contradict the essential randomness of life. This lecture will explore how the notion of chance can shape 

both form and content in order to produce work that more nearly approximates the ineffable.  Authors 

we'll discuss include Joy Williams, Bryan Washington, Donald Barthelme, Amy Hempel, and Deborah 

Eisenberg. 

 

Jan 5th, 10:15am 

Alan Shapiro ~  On Repetition and Surprise 

A close look at the mutually entailing relationship between repetition and surprise as both the sonic and 

semantic fuel of meaning. 

 

Jan 6th, 9:00am 

Sally Keith ~ Wake, Water, Wander: A Practice  

I want to think about how theory & practice inform one another--a study that might take up the poetry of 

Natalie Diaz, beside Leanne Betasamosake Simpson's Theory of Water; or, Fred Moten's poetry in 

Christina Sharpe's In the Wake; or Claudia Rankine's approach as guided by Lauren Berlant. The large 

question behind these "studies" include: What is a poetics and how should/might we develop one? Can we 

care (more) in our poetry/fiction? What are the options for building our practice. 



 

Jan 6th, 10:15am 

Lesley Arimah ~  I Have an Idea for a Story, Now What?  
Many of us come to a blank page with "cool" ideas for a story--an inventive premise/a vibrant 

character/interesting topics we want to explore/some aspect of the world that calls to us--and find it 

challenging to fill the page. Because ideas aren't stories. So how does one turn an idea into a narrative 

with all the immersive texture of the stories we enjoy reading? In this class we will explore various ways 

this is done through discussion and exercises meant to tease out our ideas, give them real-word 

scaffolding, and complicate them where necessary to build the complex ecosystem wherein stories thrive. 

Please bring to class a story idea(s) you want to work on or a story idea you've begun to explore and 

found yourself stuck. 

 

Jan 7th, 9:00am 

Vanessa Hua ~When the Bottom Falls Out: Trap Door Narratives    

I’ll examine how writers construct trap door narratives in which new section takes the reader on a 

disorienting plunge, seemingly solid ground giving way beneath their feet. Such narratives systematically 

interrogate and subvert their established claims to reveal the instability of truth, memory, and perspective. 

We’ll examine how these narratives set expectations and cue readers even while maintaining surprise, and 

foster intimacy even while destabilizing trust. Texts discussed may include work by Hernan Diaz, Susan 

Choi, Ling Ma, and others. 

 

Jan 7th, 10:15am 

Yanyi  ~ On Titles  

Titles are like names: given or earned, they are what we—and our works—are known by. Titles 

serve the function of beguiling and guiding readers in equal measure; they can be expectations to 

be upended as much as lone strongholds of meaning in otherwise baffling reads. Yet, it is harder 

to pick a title than it is to read one: why is that? Is it because a title is both part of the text and set 

apart from it? Is it a paradox of choice? And there's being untitled or "Untitled," or titling only 

by what can be found within a piece already. This lecture explores the space between how a 

piece is known and what one wants it to be known by, and the role the title plays in expressing—

or expanding—its meaning. 

 

Jan 11th, 9:00am 

Steven Kleinman ~ In Search of a Modern Working Class Poetics 

This lecture is a bit of a survey of the working class poets who have shaped my writing, and whose 

writing I greatly admire. A non-exhaustive list of poets I'd be interested in bringing to students might 

include Robert Hayden, Etheridge Knight, Nikki Giovanni, Philip Levine, Ed Hirsch, Langston Hughes, 

Diane Seuss, etc. I'd be interested in introducing some poems the students might not be aware of, but also 

opening an invitation to students to write about class. 

 



Jan 12th, 10:15am 

Matthew Olzmann ~ Szymborska  

I’m pretty sure you’ll never find yourself living in a time of rising fascism, or under a totalitarian regime 

where the arts are devalued, censorship is extreme, and you’re not sure what you can or cannot say. 

Seems unlikely, right? But if you should find yourself in an alternate universe where that is the case, it 

wouldn’t be a bad idea to be familiar with Szymborska. And if you never find yourself living in that 

particular alternate universe, it’s still not a bad idea to read Szymborska whose poems are good in every 

universe.  One of her translators said, “Szymborska seems to be endowed with an almost superhuman 

ability to speak to matters of universal importance without compromising her intellectual or artistic 

integrity and yet in a way which enables her to address successfully an impressively wide circle of 

readers.” This lecture might attempt to consider (or, at least, begin to consider) how she does that. 

 

 

Faculty Readings 

All readings begin at 7:30pm. Note that readings take place in the Chapel from Jan 3rd-7th, 

and the Y-Alumni Room from Jan 9th -11th. Both are located in the Blue Ridge Center building 

on the campus of the Blue Ridge Assembly in Black Mountain, NC. 

 

Jan 3rd: Steven Kleinman, Elena Passarello, Nafissa Thompson-Spires 

 

Jan 4th: CM Burroughs, Lesley Arimah, Alan Shapiro, Samuel Kọ́láwọ́lé 

 

Jan 5th: Jennifer Grotz, SJ Sindu, Yanyi, Sally Keith 

 

Jan 6th: Rita Banerjee, Natalie Bakopoulos, Daisy Fried, Antony Nelson 

 

Jan 7th: Dilruba Ahmed, Dan Chaon, Matthew Olzmann, Hanna Pylväinen 

 

Jan 9th: Reading in Honor of Ellen Bryant Voigt 

 

Jan 10th: Tim Horvath, Martha Rhodes, Marisa Silver 



 

Jan 11th: Daniel Tobin, Vanessa Hua, Connie Voisine 

 

 

Student Readings 

 

The student readings will take place in the Chapel on the 2nd floor of the Blue Ridge Center on 

the campus of the Blue Ridge Assembly at 4pm, followed by the graduation ceremony 

 

Jan 12th: Efrat Bloom, Adam Finney, Jamin Stortz, Liz Steinglass, Aubrey Yarbrough 

 


