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Writing Week Inspires a Campus-Wide Celebration
with glee that, having just become a member of the American 
Heritage Dictionary’s usage panel, she would now be working 
to subvert such prescriptive rule-making.  

Susan Wells delivered 
the Sadar lecture on 
writing in the disci-
plines: “Legible Bod-
ies—Nineteenth-Cen-
tury Women Physicians 
and the Rhetoric of 
Dissection.” She dis-
cussed the secret world 
of medical school dis-
section and the women 
who were a part of it in 
the 1850s, showing the 
complex links between 
women’s inner lives and 
the social world where 
gender, science, domes-
ticity, and service came 
together.

Other events included presentations of writing done within, 
for, and by the entire CWRU community. Especially reward-
ing was the students’ response to the celebration of student 
writing, which highlighted the work produced in SAGES 
(the Seminar Approach to General Education and Scholar-
ship). “As a freshman, I have not had much of a chance to 
view other classes within the SAGES program,” said Didi 
Mamaligas. “The celebration of student writing gave me a 
chance to see what other students were doing on campus and 
how great their ideas were!”

CWRU’s first annual Writing Week featured a cornucopia 
of events celebrating writing throughout the university 
and marking the emergence into the spotlight of the 
English Department’s Center for the Study of Writing. 
Participants attended 
stimulating presenta-
tions, worked with 
leading writers and 
scholars, honored 
excellence in writing 
instruction and stu-
dent writing, and—
most of all—helped 
showcase the variety 
of writing produced at 
the university.

Events began with a 
workshop led by Ger-
ald Graff (University 
of Illinois, Chicago, 
and current president of 
the Modern Language 
Association). Graff’s 
innovative composition text They Say, I Say is widely used 
in First Seminars, so the discussion of his key concepts 
was particularly useful for the writing faculty. Later, Graff 
spoke on “The Centrality of Argument,” advocating an 
explicit culture of argumentation in higher education. 
Without that, he asserted, our teaching practices all too 
often obscure, rather than promote, the life of the mind.  

Anne Curzan (University of Michigan) and Susan Wells 
(Temple) also gave public lectures. In “Rules for Writers: 
Who Writes these Rules Anyway?” Curzan challenged the 
writers of style guides and popular grammar books who 
codify or sometimes simply invent such rules. She noted 

Gerald Graff (center) leads a Writing Week workshop. At his right is Martha 
Woodmansee, one of the event’s organizers.
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 The English Department that Changed My Life
Commercial artist and mother of two in the era of Donna Reed and Joyce Cleaver—for years that was my identity.

Until 1975, that is, when I met my second husband and at the age of 40 began to scribble poetry at traffic lights. Not 
just love poetry, but any reflection till then unsung. Why not go back to school, my darling suggested. Definitely apply to 
Reserve, he added.

Which led to an encouraging interview with Dean Sylvia Rosenberg, and an awkward one with poet-in-residence Robert 
Wallace. Back then Bob’s poems were appearing in The New Yorker, The Atlantic Monthly, Harpers Magazine, The Kenyon 
Review, Poetry, and other major journals; his collections and textbooks were in demand; his theories of prosody and light 
verse were provoking debate; his Bits Press was pub-
lishing hand-set, hand-sewn chapbooks by already 
or soon to be famous writers. And in a course he 
called “Poetry for People Who Don’t Like Poetry,” 
Bob was asking jocks questions like: “In ‘My Love is 
Like a Red, Red Rose,’ what color do you think the 
girl’s hair was?”  

None of which I knew at the time. All I knew was 
that Professor Wallace was accepting me into his 
workshop. And before I signed up, where could I 
read some of his poetry, I asked him. Worse yet, 
when he whisked from his lower desk drawer a stack 
of books (Bob, always so generous with his time, 
was nevertheless the savvy merchant), I said I didn’t 
know if I should own them because I hadn’t read 
them yet.

Bob’s mentoring prevailed; I became an English 
major, a poet, and an editor. For life.       

Robert Wallace was not the only star of the 1970s 
and 1980s: Shakespearean Robert Ornstein would 
stroll his crowded classroom—the open volume in 
his hand never consulted—and tell us to trust our 
gut; P. K. Saha probed linguistic, social, and reli-
gious subtleties in A Passage to India and Billy Budd; 
Florence Marsh shared her love of Keats, Shelley, 
and Wordsworth; Lee Abbott cared enough to march a beginner like me into the department office and demand I mail 
five poems to journals (amazingly, Prairie Schooner took one); Chairs Roger Salomon and, later, Gary Stonum, were always 
sensitive and generous; instructor Mary Oliver (discovered by Bob long before her Pulitzer) was one more brilliance in this 
academic heaven.  

And then there were the heady days and nights of  visiting writers: Gavin Ewart, John Silkin, Howard Nemerov, Linda 
Pastan, Richard Wilbur, Dana Gioia, and many more. Most memorably there were Allen Ginsberg, who stayed three days 
at our Beachwood home; John Updike, who ate my brisket and the next day found himself at the Cleveland Clinic losing 
his appendix; and Albert Goldbarth, who asked his audience if they’d seen his imitation of blind Milton and then went 
crashing into the Guilford House lectern. 

—Bonnie Jacobson

Bonnie Jacobson (left) with Writing Week and Center for the Study of 
Writing donors Edward and Melinda Sadar.



A Retreat at the Pink Pig
In mid-December, five 
Friends of English gathered 
at the Pink Pig at Squire 
Valleevue Farm for a writ-
ing/painting day retreat. It 
was an experiment: can five 
artists be confined together 
for a day and get anything 
done?

After my own clumsy at-
tempts at a fire led to hav-
ing to open the windows, 
Judy and Meredith did the 
vestal thing and combined 
their fire-building talents. 
Over the course of the 
day, John spent the time mapping out some new characters. 
Meredith revised some poems. Judy wrote a new one. Ann—
driven back indoors by the rain and the cold—sketched. I 
started working on a new mystery story featuring what can 
only be called a dead sleuth. One of us took a stealth nap. The 
fire snapped, the smoke cleared. At one point, we adjourned 
to the kitchen and dug into our bagged lunches.

Finally, after more log 
poking and quiet indus-
try, one by one we packed 
up, each returning to 
waiting responsibilities. 
Too early to uncork the 
wine I had brought when 
picturing an end-of-day 
chat about making art. I 
left last, after chasing the 
windblown newspapers I 
had left outside on the pa-
tio, then turning out the 
lights on the first Friends 
of English writing/paint-
ing day retreat. 

I think what we discovered is that collective silence can be 
very stimulating to creative work. Not to mention comfort-
ing, for people involved in what’s usually a very solitary pur-
suit. The wine will keep for the next time. So will the chat.

—Shelley Bloomfield 
President, Friends of English

From left:  Shelley Bloomfield, Thrity Umrigar, Sean Santa, Mary 
Grimm, and Gina DeVentre, after the Faculty/Alumni fiction reading at 
Loganberry Books, part of Writing Week.

CWRU’s Writing Center dates to the 1970s, but with the 
appointment of a full-time director, Megan Jewell, and 
thanks to increased support from donors and the university, 
the Writing Resource Center (WRC) has now significantly 
expanded. The Center this year helped more than 1,000 stu-
dents to become better writers.

With the increased centrality of the English Department 
within the university and within the SAGES program, the 
WRC continues to grow. Nearly forty instructors working 
in four campus locations on the Mather and Case Quads 
provide a variety of services. The main tutoring center in Bell-
flower Hall has added a library and classroom area, and now 
enjoys a fresh paint job in lively colors.

The WRC holds specialized workshops for undergraduates 
in SAGES and for graduate students in engineering, nursing, 
and other schools. In addition, WRC instructors have 
made presentations at the annual Midwest writing center 
conferences, most recently at Ohio State and Purdue.

Update from the Writing Resource Center

From left: Megan Jewell and Martha Woodmansee show 
the Writing Resource Center to alumna and donor Marilyn 
McCulloch.



Bob Ornstein Remembered
I still hold onto my old notebooks from Robert Ornstein’s 
classes, as if their yellowed pages and inky hieroglyphics 
possess talismanic power. Indeed, they do. They remind me 
of the sense of revelation that I felt when I first attended 
one of his lectures—perhaps I should say conversations—on 
Renaissance literature and Shakespeare. I had the glorious 
opportunity—“glorious,” one of Bob’s words—to do my 
Ph.D. with Robert Ornstein during the mid and late 
seventies, when he was at the height of his career. He was 
the most famous member of the English faculty; his essays 
were widely anthologized; his book on Jacobean tragedy had 
already been described as a “classic”; he was the president 
of the Shakespeare Association of America; and he had a 
paradigm-shifting critical study of Shakespeare’s histories 
about to appear from Harvard. He had begun to make 
educational films, too, and was working on a play.

And he was funny. He laughed easily, wove Shakespearean 
quotations wittily into his conversation; you could find him 
after class talking familiarly to students in the congested 
corridors of Clark Hall. Bob had a playful sense of irony. 
He referred to students’ automobiles as “chariots”; he 
registered his strongest reservation about an idea by calling 
it “peculiar.” Even though I felt a little overwhelmed by 
him, Bob was typically relaxed and congenial: accessible. He 
dressed well, too, always in a coat and tie, typically a suit. 
Since this was the seventies, when we wore long hair and 
bell-bottomed blue jeans and talked about the “revolution,” 
his formality seemed to suggest generational differences. 
How little such things mattered. In a department with many 
accomplished and likeable faculty members, Bob Ornstein 
was the undisputed favorite of undergraduate and graduate 
students alike. That was not because he was an easy grader 
(he wasn’t), or because he played for popularity (he didn’t). 
It was not just because he liked us, or even because he stood 
up for us, although both were the case. Bob’s connection to 
students was far simpler and more profound: he believed 
in us. I know that he believed in me—and perhaps the 
truest thing that I can say in this short remembrance is that 
without his belief, I would never have found my way in the 
profession that he represented with such greatness. 

I had the pleasure of attending many of Bob’s classes, of 
working as his grader, of serving as his assistant for an NEH-
supported film project, and of writing my dissertation on 
Shakespeare under his supervision. His written comments 
on my essays were crisp but telling. It was exhilarating 
to find “good” next to one paragraph, and, a page later, 
“better.” Less exhilarating, but revealing of his special 
kind of engagement, were his scribbled criticisms, which 
sometimes came in the form of “ugh!” or, worse, “ouch!” 
“Ouch”? Could my instances of sloppy thinking or bad 
writing actually inflict physical pain? The possibility seems 
risible, a little ironic, and also a touch true. True, because 
Bob cared deeply, passionately about ideas, about the nature 
of our intellectual engagement with literature, about the 
cultivated life of the mind. He valued elegance of thought, 
and equally of expression. He wrote like a dream.

Where did this genius come from? “Some music,” Bob once 
remarked enigmatically, “just begins.” He grew up in Jewish 
Brooklyn, with immigrant parents, no money. He attended 
public university in New York City, then went for graduate 
study to Wisconsin, one of the powerhouses in Renaissance 
scholarship. He married Doris, a brilliant classical 

Highlights of 2008-09
In addition to Writing Week, other recent public events 
included a screening of the newly refurbished, wide-screen 
70-mm print of Lawrence of Arabia, after a reception for 
alumni and friends featuring preview talks on the film and the 
historical background by emeriti professors Roger Salomon 
and Lou Giannetti.   

The distinguished Wain Lectures in Journalism, organized 
by Charles Michener and again featuring writers connected 
to The New Yorker, continued with talks by John Lahr, Philip 
Gourevitch, Tina Brown, and Susan Braun Levine. 

Other visiting writers included Forrest Gander and Ruth 
Schwarz.

The department this year welcomed new faculty members 
T. Kenny Fountain and James Kuzner, as well as an old 
friend, John Orlock, now officially a member of the English 
faculty. We also welcomed back Marilyn Sanders Mobley, the 
university’s inaugural Vice President for Inclusion, Diversity, 
and Equal Opportunity. Dr. Mobley earned her Ph.D. in our 
department, with Gary Stonum as her adviser. 

After several years and more than one term chairing the 
department, Bill Siebenschuh has stepped down. The new 
chair is Mary Grimm.



harpsichordist, every bit his peer. They lived for decades in a 
pleasant house in Shaker Heights. But to me their house was 
like no other. Once, visiting Bob and Doris for a week, I was 
staying on the third floor above the room that held Doris’s 
harpsichord. As I awoke, I heard the beautiful strains of 
Doris playing Bach’s “Goldberg Variations.” Some music just 
begins—and the Ornsteins’ house was full of music. 

Bob’s classes, it still seems to me, were magical. They 
tended to begin with a passage or a character in a dramatic 
situation: what if Shylock had really intended a “merry 
bond” rather than a death trap? The explorations opened up 
from there. It was not just that he knew everything; it was 
also the way he thought, associatively and comparatively, 
as if multiple lines of inquiry were present to him 
simultaneously. His mind was capacious, knowing, and 
supple enough that it could range freely across the body 
of a play—or the oeuvre of an author, or the works of 
Renaissance intellectual history, or the interplay of past and 
present—drawing parallels or contrasts, revealing nuances, 
making distinctions, thinking feelingly. 

In those days of the Watergate era, when Bob discussed 
the intrigues of Shakespeare’s history plays, he might draw 
a revealing parallel to contemporary politics. But never 
tendentiously: Bob was moral in the deepest sense, but his 
meditations tended to close with a question, a provocation 
to further intellection. This capacity for rigorous but 
associative thought—metaphorical thought—is a high 
achievement. Bob’s method was comparative, yet its fullest 
extension was to illuminate just how literature could 
constitute a ground work for thinking and experiencing rich 
enough to sustain the highest aspirations and the deepest 
insights, not only about art but also about culture, politics, 
and life. With literature, we had the best possible vehicle to 
think, to understand, and to act. Bob believed in literature, 
especially Shakespeare; he believed in his students; and he 
believed in the profession of literature as a high and noble 
calling. Such values may not be written down in exactly 
those words in my notebooks, but they are what I know best 
about Robert Ornstein.

—Kent Cartwright
Professor and Chair, English Department 

University of Maryland

Join the Friends of English
Please join the Friends of English to explore ways to grow 
our English faculty/student/alumni/friends community. 

Already planned for 2009-10: Talking Fiction: An 
Afternoon with Local Novelists, Saturday, October 
10, from noon to 3:30 pm, with an elegant buffet lunch, 
panel discussion, informal conversations, and book 
signings. Dee Perry of WCPN will moderate. Registration 
is $35, and space is limited, so register early. For more 
information, contact Shelley Bloomfield, President of FOE,  
s_bloomfield@sbcglobal.net. Also on the calendar, the 25th 
anniversary meeting of the International Society for the 
Study of Narrative.

Current English Department news and event schedules may 
be found at www.cwru.edu/artsci/engl/. For alumni info, 
navigate from there to the Seminar Room, or check out 
the FOE website at www.friendsofenglish.org. Purchasing 
books or other goods through the Amazon.com link on the 
FOE site helps support English department students and 
departmental activities.

On a lighter note, the Writing Resource Center presented 
Writing Idol, a standing-room-only event in Bellflower Hall. 
Winner Xiaofei “Sophie” Zhou’s final speech left the audience 
in stitches. Her argument effortlessly wove together political 
and literary references, culminating in the axiom, “You should 
ask not what your Writing Idol can do for you, but what you 
can do for your Writing Idol!”  

At the awards ceremony, Elizabeth Damato of the nursing 
school received the Jessica Milton Perry Award for Distin-
guished Teaching in Disciplinary and Professional Writing, 
and Sarah Peirson was awarded the Writing Resource Center 
Excellence in Consulting Award. Danielle Nielsen, Cassandra 
Freudenrich, and Samiya Ilmudeen earned Graduate Dean’s 
Instructional Excellence Awards. Among the many other 
students honored was Jamie McDaniel, winner of the Neil 
MacIntyre Memorial Prize for the best scholarly paper by an 
English Department graduate student. 

—Eve McPherson

More detailed reports on Writing Week activities are available at 
www.cwru.edu/writingweek.

Writing Week (Cont’d)



One Life after CWRU
“Everyone’s a critic,” or so went the title of two SAGES 
seminars in arts criticism recently taught by English alum 
Zachary Lewis. Everyone might be a critic, but few can 
make a living at it, and even fewer do so nowadays on a daily 
newspaper.

Newspapers have been shrinking in readership, revenue, and 
staff for several years, with the arts pages a frequent victim, 
but Lewis has found a place as The Plain Dealer’s classical 
music critic and fitness columnist. Over tea at the #1 Pho 
restaurant, Lewis talked about his career with Gary Stonum, 
his undergrad adviser.

At CWRU Lewis studied literature and music, expecting to go 
on to graduate school in the humanities, but after graduation 
he landed a job with the Sun Newspapers. “Not writing. I was 
just a secretary, believe it or not.” An opportunity to write one 
theater review led to others, however, so he decided to pursue 
journalism more seriously, enrolling in Ohio University’s 
M.A. program and reviewing music for the university’s paper.

In 1999 he returned to Cleveland as an intern in The Plain 
Dealer’s features department, where among other tasks 
he wrote concert reviews under the tutelage of Donald 
Rosenberg. Yes, Lewis is the somewhat notorious “former 
intern” who became a center of controversy last year when he 
replaced Rosenberg covering The Cleveland Orchestra. That 
staffing change has been far more controversial outside the 
newspaper than inside, Lewis notes.

Internships don’t last, so like many an aspiring writer Lewis 
found himself unemployed for a time. But in 2000 he got his 
big break with the Harrisburg (Pa.) Patriot-News, serving as 
the arts critic for four years. There he reviewed theater, music, 
dance, and the visual arts, drawing on the skills he first began 
to acquire at CWRU. It was in analyzing literature, Lewis 
observes, that he learned how to “think about a work of art as 
a whole, in the context in which it was created, and the finer 
points within it.”

After getting married, Lewis moved back to Cleveland and 
worked as a free-lance writer. But newspaper journalism was 
entering its dark period. “Free-lancing died on one day,” he 
recalled. His editors at The Plain Dealer suddenly told him 
that, obeying a message from the powers that be, they could 
no longer use anyone other than regular newsroom staffers. 
Happily, when two Plain Dealer reporters went on parental 
leave, he was hired as a temporary replacement for both.

The temporary post became a permanent job. Lewis 
attributes the upgrade partly to some articles he had written 
in the prelude to that year’s Cleveland Marathon. This was 
experiential journalism, for Lewis was himself training for 
the race and reporting on his techniques and his progress. 
The articles provoked a good response from readers and led 
to the column he continues to write, in which he tries out 
new fitness routines and reports on the experience. And if 
one thinks there might be a limited supply of such activities, 
“every week someone calls and suggests something else.”

Zachary Lewis (CWR ’98). Photograph courtesy of Allison Carey 
and The Plain Dealer.

Public events, visiting speakers, graduate fellowships, and 
research funding require support from you, our alumni and 
friends. We are grateful for your donations in recent years 
and hope your generosity can continue as we build on our 
achievements. You can contribute to our success by making a 
gift to the department. For information on gift opportunities, 
please contact department chair Mary Grimm at (216) 368-
2340 or mary.grimm@case.edu. You can send your gift in the 
enclosed envelope or donate online at giving.cwru.edu.

We are proud of the accomplishments of our faculty, students, 
and alumni. If you have news you would like to share with us, 
please use the enclosed envelope or contact Mary Grimm.

Support the English Department



Laundromat,’ by Ted Kooser, later the U.S. Poet Laureate: 
“Our lives are brief as dimes—/a wash of odors/and a rinse of 
falling leaves.” 

Bits Press acquired a Chandler and Price press in 1976 and 
began publishing chapbooks. The first two were by Peter Kap-
peler and Nicholas Ransom, and the third was Mary Oliver’s 
The Night Traveler. 

In addition to authoring seven volumes of his own poetry 
and promoting a controversial idea about prosody (in which, 
roughly speaking, everything in modern English is a variety 
of iambic), Bob wrote what may be his most widely known 
work, a creative writing textbook entitled Writing Poems. He 
also gained wide acclaim for the Light Year annuals of humor-
ous verse appearing from 1985 to 1989. 

During the 1980s Mary Oliver twice taught as a visiting pro-
fessor at CWRU. In 2006 I led a course for the Senior Schol-
ars, and at the end of the class an elderly gentleman came up 
to me and asked in a hushed tone: “Is it true that Mary Oliver 
used to teach at Case?” The last time I heard the same hushed 
tone was in Calcutta in 1948 when someone asked me: “Is it 
true that Mahatma Gandhyi is coming to town to lecture?”

—P. K. Saha
 Emeritus associate professor of English and linguistics 

P. K. Remembers the Poets and the Poetry
From 1965 until his death in 1999,   
Robert Wallace was Mr. Poetry at 
CWRU, and he knew well how to en-
courage students to develop their talents 
and to promote poetry at the university. 
At alumni gatherings I addressed over the 
years, Bob’s former students (now middle-
aged men and women) often reminisced 
about their poetry classes at CWRU.

Some of these students went on to be-
come successful writers, Bonnie Jacobson 
and Lolette Kuby, to name two. A few 
lines penned by the students echo in my 
head to this day: “I’ve been here so long/
that the voices of children/are voices of 
men.” Peggy Lally, later a professor at The Citadel, wrote 
those lines in 1975, and Susie Nostrand wrote: “When flesh 
is gone/ perhaps the only spirit left behind/is that which 
flesh conveyed.”

In 1974 Bob bought a tabletop letterpress and over the 
next six years pubished a journal of short poems called 
Bits. Frederik Smith, Dennis Dooley, Lee Abbott, Nicholas 
Ransom, and others helped Bob, and so did the students 
who took a course from him in writing and printing poetry. 
One poem from that time was a three-liner entitled “In the 

At the Writing Week awards ceremony, Bonnie Jacobson presents the 2009 poetry 
prizes to undergraduates Amanda Giffi, Fatima Espiritu, and Paul Hay. Jacobson her-
self won the poetry prizes in 1976, 1977, and 1980.

Audience members and judges ponder the competition at the 
Writing Resource Center’s Writing Idol event.



Department of English
Guilford House
Case Western Reserve University
10900 Euclid Avenue
Cleveland, OH  44106

 English Department Faculty
John Orlock
dramatic literature, playwrighting and screenwriting

Judith Oster
American literature; ESL

William Siebenschuh, outgoing chair
18th-century British literature; auto/biography

Robert Spadoni
film

Gary Stonum, Ovatt Professor
American literature; literary theory

Thrity Umrigar
journalism; fiction writing

Athena Vrettos
Victorian literature; history of medicine

Martha Woodmansee, English and Law
18th- and 19th-century literature; intellectual property law

Lecturers and associated faculty:  Mark Bassett, Susan Dominguez, 
Narcisz Fejes, Jerry Findley, Daniel Melnick, Bradley Ricca, Judith 
Simo, Penny Tucker, Mary Beth Wetli, Barbara Burgess-Van Aken, 
Paulette Goll, Eve McPherson, Terri Mester, Todd Oakley, Annie 
Pecastaings, Christopher Strathman, Raymond Watkins

Kimberly Emmons, returning director of composition
rhetoric and composition, medical rhetoric

Christopher Flint, director of graduate studies
18th-century literature; history of the novel

T. Kenny Fountain
scientific and technical communication; visual rhetoric

Jessica Gerard, Coordinator of ESL and Literacy Programs
literacy studies; applied linguistics

Sarah Gridley
creative writing: poetry

Mary Grimm, incoming Chair
fiction writing

Ted Gup, Shirley Wormser Professor
journalism

Megan Jewell, director of the Writing Resource Center
19th-century American literature; poetics

Kurt Koenigsberger, outgoing director of composition
19th- and 20th-century British literature; postcolonial literature

James Kuzner
Renaissance literature, Shakespeare

William Marling
American literature; modernism


