
UH Associate Professor of English Francine J. 
Harris was one of the finalists chosen for the 
2022 Kingsley Tufts Poetry Award. This 
nomination recognizes her National Book 
Critic’s Circle Award winning book, "Here is the 
Sweet Hand" (FSG 2020), her third collection of 
poetry. The $100,000 prize for mid-career 
poets is one of the largest annual awards in 
poetry. The finalists were selected from a pool 
of several hundred candidates submitted for 
consideration by individuals and publishers last 
year. Francine J. Harris has been an Associate 
Professor of English at the University of 
Houston since 2019.

Beloved emeriti poetry professor at the 
University of Houston, Robert Schaeffer Phillips, 
friend to many Department of English faculty 
members and mentor to countless students 
passed away on January 21st, 2022.

An acclaimed writer, Bob Phillips was the 
director of the Creative Writing Program from 
1991 to 1996 and taught at UH until 2009. 
According to Dr. Lois Zamora, "He was the first 
director of CW to be hired from outside the 
program, and it was a period in the growth of the 
program when firm direction was needed."

“The author shows that the healing of the 
metaphorical wound and of the innate ailments 
of a colonized people can and does happen via 
the figure of the curandera, who tends to the 
physical ailments as well as the spiritual needs 
of our community.”—Norma E. Cantú, author of 
"Meditación Fronteriza: Poems of Love, Life, 
and Labor"

"LETRAS Y LIMPIAS: Decolonial Medicine and 
Holistic Healing in Mexican American 
Literature" is available from Arizona University 
Press.

"Contingent Figure is a book for the very best 
readers. Its meditation on chronic pain 
reimagines formalism’s intimate attention to 
bodily distress, in turn impelling queer theory to 
reckon with how incapacity feels as opposed to 
just the uses to which it is put politically. Poetic, 
incisive, and continually surprising,
"Contingent Figure" is one of a kind."—Elizabeth 
Freeman, author of "Beside You in Time: Sense 
Methods and Queer Sociabilities in the 
American Nineteenth Century"

"Contingent Figure: Chronic Pain and Queer 
Embodiment" is available from University of 
Minnesota Press.

"Haunted by the ghosts of Arab revolution, 
Sonallah Ibrahim’s "Warda" is an archive of 
left-wing hopes and an unsparing view of 
the present. From the wasteland of 
Mubarak-era Egypt, Ibrahim conjures a 
history of eros and upheaval—a timely 
reminder of what was and what might have 
been."—Robyn Creswell, Yale University

"Warda" is available from Yale University 
Press.

“Exploring with brio and precision Parkinson 
Zamora’s fields of expertise, the essays in this 
volume provide a worthy and well-deserved 
tribute to her eminent career as one of the leading 
comparatists of her generation.” — Gustavo Pérez 
Firmat, Columbia University

"From the Americas to the World: Essays in Honor 
of Lois Parkinson Zamora" is available from 
Lexington Books.

"This landmark volume from a generation
of scholars who have come of age during
the historic move from monolingual
assumptions in the field of composition to
multilingual/translingual orientations offers
a bridge to those committed to linguistic
justice on their campuses. The
pedagogically practical chapters provide
sound, powerful rationales from scholar
teachers who model transformative
practices – both pedagogically and
methodologically." —Maria Jerskey, City
University of New York/LaGCC, USA

"Linguistic Justice on Campus: Pedagogy
and Advocacy for Multilingual Students" is
available from Multilingual Matters, 2021.

“For two decades, Kevin Prufer has 
numbered among the best poets in 
America, producing poems probingly civic-
minded, narratively layered, psychologically 
complex, and surprisingly intimate. In "I 
Had Wanted a Happier Ending", the 
chapbook form shifts how Prufer’s long, 
braided poems feel to the reader. For those 
who know and love his work, here is a 
different way to experience it. For those 
who are uninitiated, this is an excellent 
access point to Prufer’s astonishing poetry.” 
—Wayne Miller  

“This much needed, impressively researched, and 
expertly edited volume is the first to place Chitra 
Banerjee Divakaruni’s writing within its 
appropriate historical, scholarly, and artistic 
contexts. An impressive collection of cutting-edge 
essays by both established scholars and newer 
voices, this book is an invaluable resource for 
those interested in the re-imagination of South 
Asian religious, mythological, and historical female 
figures, as well as for scholars of multi-ethnic 
literature, transnational studies, and women’s 
diasporic literature.” —Martha J. Cutter, The 
University of Connecticut

"Critical Perspectives on Chitra Banerjee 
Divakaruni" is available from Lexington Books.

“A stunningly original, politically complex, 
and masterful book of poems, "Why the 
Assembly Disbanded", in its deep syntactical 
meditations and ever surprising use of 
powerful, yet subtle language and evocative 
forms, cuts out of the fear and pathos of the 
day as it arrests and reminds us of the need 
for invention and wonder at this precarious 
moment.” —Ronaldo V. Wilson, author of 
"Poems of the Black Object" and "Lucy 72".

"Why the Assembly Disbanded" is available 
for pre-order from Fordham University 
Press.

“Fast-paced and a quick read, the book 
manages to capture Rani Jindan's 
character and indomitable spirit . . . . 
Banerjee Divakaruni's magic with words 
and exceptional storytelling skills shine 
through her writing. Fans of the author 
would love to add this book to their 
reading list.” —Times of India

"The Last Queen" is available for pre-
order from Harper Collins Publishers.  

“The publication of the Bible, from Erasmus’ 
1516 New Testament onwards, might be 
called the literary event of the century. This 
is not only a matter of the text itself, but 
also of the enormous effort of interpretation
—and literary theory—which it inspired. 
Jamie Ferguson carefully takes us through 
this fascinating and important terrain.” —
Brian Cummings, Anniversary Professor of 
English and Related Literature, University of 
York

"Reformation Hermeneutics and Literary 
Language in Early Modern England: Faith in 
the Language" is available from Palgrave 
McMillan.

“Character is Jean Justice’s passion, and she 
makes it ours. The people she writes about, 
whether young or old, small-town folk or 
urban academics, whether foolish or wistful 
or resigned, are tested in a world where the 
past remains unredeemed and, as always, 
irrecoverable. These are stories you read 
with a catch in your throat.” — Robert Dana

In "Ironwood Ridge", a novel by Professor 
Barry Wood (Vanguard Press, 2022), hero 
Broc O'Neill is targeted by a high-tech 
criminal network after calling for a Senate 
probe of Truman-era documents. Barely 
escaping assassination, O'Neill teams up 
with Christelle Washington in a flight-and-
chase investigation of mysterious financial 
transactions that takes them from the U.S. 
to Southeast Asia. Momentarily safe, they 
uncover the roots of a conspiracy extending 
into the U.S. judiciary, CIA, NSA, and 
Congress that preys on victims in hundreds 
of American corporations. Narrated with a 
rich array of characters, plot surprises, and 
local color, "Ironwood Ridge" is a thriller in 
tune with the past quarter century of 
political conflict, ideological struggle, and 
government corruption.

"This was a powerful experience of working 
with others in an interdisciplinary way. 
Traditionally, Irish Studies in the US has 
focused mostly on history and literature, and 
this was a chance to engage in a different kind 
of interdisciplinarity. We each engaged our 
fields of knowledge in ways that took 
advantage of the liberal arts tradition, which 
encourages revisiting core texts and 
concepts."-- organizer Dr. Margot Backus.

A weekend symposium, “Farthest Out to Sea: 
Homer and Ireland,” was hosted by UH in the 
Rockwell Pavilion on January 28th and 29th 
2022.

This has message has
been sent on behalf of Dr.
Ann Christensen, chair of
the Department of English.
If you have any questions
don't hesistate to call 
(713) 743-3004, or write
englnews@central.uh.edu

Message From the Chair
Next month we will host our annual Department Honors Day celebration when we recognize all 
our graduating seniors along with English majors who’ve earned awards in critical essay-writing, 
service, and creative writing; those who have completed Senior Honors Theses and independent 
research projects and Rowan Foundation internships; and our outstanding students who have 
received awards and fellowships outside UH. The event also recognizes excellent graduate 
instructors (TAs) and the best student writing in our first-year composition classes. (In related 
news, we learned last week that one of our newer faculty members, Dr. Amanda Ellis, and fully 
three TAs earned coveted university-wide Teaching Excellence Awards: Colby Ornell, Obi 
Umeozor, and Brian McWilliams. It’s starting to feel like Grammy night around here!)

Honors Day is a cherished event begun decades ago by our beloved emerita colleague, Professor 
Patricia Yongue, who saw the need for faculty and graduate students to gather and honor our 
undergraduate majors and send graduates off with congratulations. Notably, Dr. Yongue did not 
merely “see the need,” but she made it happen, working with staff to print a program and 
certificates and cobbling together funds for refreshments to establish an event. I’m pretty sure I 
saw her schlepping a jug of lemonade up to the third floor herself.

Since then, the planning has been taken up by the Upper Division Studies committee, and the 
event has grown and moved to the chapel. But the spirit is the same—we honor our students, 
whom we love to see advance, whose hard work we admire, and we are humbled by the 
sacrifices they make to succeed. As chair, I also value colleagues like Dr. Yongue, who roll up 
their sleeves to make things a little nicer for everyone and the many other faculty, staff, graduate 
students and lecturers, who mentor and recommend our students as well as those who read the 
files and judge the contests. If you are in Houston, as an alum, emeriti, or friend of English, we’d 
love to see you next month: On May 4, 11:00 a.m. at the AD Bruce Religion Center, with BBQ 
lunch to follow. Happy Honors Day, everyone!

Ann Christensen

Francine Harris Finalist for Kingsley Tufts Poetry Award

She currently serves as consulting faculty editor at Gulf Coast. Her second collection, "play dead," 
was the winner of the Lambda Literary and Audre Lorde Awards and a finalist for the Hurston/
Wright Legacy Award. Her first collection, "allegiance," was a finalist for the Kate Tufts Discovery, 
the sister prize of the Kingsley Tufts Award and the PEN Open Book Awards.

In Memoriam: Professor Bob Phillips

"In addition to his teaching, writing and publishing, Bob made leading the program look easy, 
perhaps because he was used to multi-tasking.  He had worked for many years in New York as 
an advertising executive all the while writing book after book."  

His seven collections of poetry included his Pulitzer Prize-nominated work, “The Pregnant 
Man” (Doubleday). He also published three collections of short stories, and 20 volumes of 
essays, anthologies, and belles lettres.

Dr. Zamora told Forward, "We who had the privilege of knowing Bob and working with him will 
remember his ready laugh, his kind heart, and his gratitude to UH for giving him the 
opportunity to work with young writers, to anchor our still-young CW program, and (if I may 
say so) to become fully himself. He was the right person at the right time, and we are grateful 
to him, too!"

His honors include a 1996 Enron Teaching Excellence Award, a Pushcart Prize, an American 
Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters Award in Literature, a Texas Institute of Letters 
membership and in 1998 he was named a John and Rebecca Moore Scholar at the University of 
Houston.

Chair Ann Christensen fondly recalls those years in the early 1990s when the Inprint Margarett 
Root Brown Reading Series took place at the MFAH and folks gathered afterwards at Montrose 
bars. “Bob kind of held court on those nights and I got to rub elbows with some great writers. It 
was a real scene (in a good way).”

Spotlight: The Anti-Racist Pedagogy Collective
This UH Department of English collective, comprised of faculty, lecturers, and graduate students 
was founded in early 2021 using materials from scholars across disciplines, in Education, Black 
Studies, and Indigenous Studies that founding member Dr. Eunjeong Lee had provided.  In this 
way they established a shared vocabulary for how pedagogy can sustain a student’s and a 
communities’ culture through language, literacy, and writing. The collective engages in the 
practice of reflecting on what they’re doing in their classrooms and how institutional spaces are 
implicated in producing harmful colonial ideologies. Dr. Lee explained, “[As teachers] we often 
circle back to reflect on in what ways our practices still reproduce colonial thinking towards 
language and literacy and how that thinking impacts our students.” Equity is an issue of 
structure and working towards equity requires instructors and administrators to interrogate 
what they’re doing. Dr. Lee suggests, “I'm hesitant to name what's 'best practices' or 'strategies' 
for antiracist pedagogy specifically because there is no one-size-fits-all kind of strategy when it 
comes to justice. But if I must say, it'd be one that works against White (language) supremacy.” 
Reflection is a central tenet of the collective as the classroom does not exist in a vacuum. 
Graduate student Marisa Koulen (PhD. RCP) added that members of the collective also bring 
their own writing materials, including briefs, reflecting on their pedagogy. The members share 
resources with one another and upload them to the folder that Dr. Melanie Salome maintains for 
all the writing instructors.

Both Dr. Lee and Ms. Koulen research the intersection between language and identity and view 
multiple Englishes and named languages as important to the goal of creating an equitable 
writing classroom. For Ms. Koulen, making students aware of some of the monolithic literacy 
practices they’ve learned so far can be a challenge; she encourages them to re-discover the rich 
variety of Englishes and languages they use everyday across private and professional spaces, and 
invites them to bring these into the classroom to showcase their own rhetorical savviness. “Often 
the use of multiple Englishes or languages has been suppressed or shunned. You have to build a 
rapport and relationship with your students to show them why and how they are being 
challenged to use the full range of their expression in the classroom and why it’s important.”

Honoring the principles of anti-racism and equity in classroom instruction requires some shifting 
of culture, and requires multifaceted and on-going changes, as Dr. Lee explains:
“There’s not one activity that you can assign students and after that everything will be fine. Our 
acculturation and socialization shape and influence the way we use and understand different 
languages and literacies. Ongoing actions are necessary to change the way we think about what 
counts as good writing and good language.” A cultural shift requires collaboration, and the anti-
racist pedagogy collective was formed in part to incite others to think about this shift, as well. 
According to Dr. Lee, “teaching our students rhetorical savviness is about putting them into 
positions of agency for making choices about how they use language in different contexts.” She 
also discusses students' rights and the strategic navigation of institutional spaces.    

In the fall, the Anti-Racist pedagogy collective hosted a brown bag session that focused on what 
it means to continue working towards the goal of linguistic and cultural pluralism. The collective 
crafted a statement of commitment to linguistic and cultural pluralism in the classroom which 
has been approved by the Department’s lower division committee and has been included on a 
number of syllabi this semester. Ms. Koulen and Ann Kroger (PhD RCP) taught a workshop at the 
Department’s annual teaching conference addressing how to integrate the commitment 
statement into “our work with the students.” The workshop addressed “scaffolding an 
assignment that centers on the statement and activities that ask students to question the choices 
or rhetorical moves they feel they have to make when writing in the college classroom. At the 
end of the workshop, we had a collaborative document full of ideas on how to put the statement 
into practice.”

It can be hard to do research and design pedagogy that engages issues of social justice in a 
political climate that can be hostile to the discussion of specific contexts of oppression. Dr. Lee 
stressed that building coalitions is essential to her research and practice as a scholar and that 
groups like the anti-racist pedagogy collective are what she hopes enables a shift in the culture 
to take place, as one lone instructor cannot effect systemic change. Because the work of 
organizing and rethinking pedagogical praxis is voluntary and unpaid, it is challenging to sustain, 
making the work of the collective all the more vital, as it organizes events to engage with others 
and expand the conversation. Ms. Koulen feels the collective has energized her by connecting 
her with faculty and peers with shared interests: “it’s allowed us to find a community and then 
be able to have those honest conversations about what does and doesn’t work and why.”  

Founding members of A.P.C (in an alphabetical order) 
Claire Anderson, Audrey Colombe, Maria Gonzáles, Marisa Koulen, Ann Kroger, Eunjeong Lee, 
Josie Mitchell, Maurine Ogbaa, Melanie Salome, Nathan Shepley, Mark Sursavage, & Kaitlin Rizzo

Recent and Forthcoming Faculty Books
2021 Publications

"Letras y Limpias: Decolonial Medicine and Holistic Healing in Mexican American Literature" by 
Assistant Professor Amanda Ellis (Arizona University Press, 2021) provides a new lens to 
understanding the curandera figure. The first book to explore the literary significance of the 
figure of the curandera within Mexican American literature, it traces the significance of the 
curandera and her evolution across a variety of genres, including writing by Américo Paredes, 
Rudolfo Anaya, Gloria E. Anzaldúa, Manuel Munoz, and ire’ne lara silva. Ellis explores the 
curandera in relationship to decoloniality, bioethics, and healing, while recognizing the 
limitations and spiritual shortcomings of Western medicine. Ellis contrasts the western health-
care system with the curandera’s representation as an ongoing example of decolonial love 
useful for deconstructing narrow definitions of health and personhood, and for grappling with 
the effects of neoliberalism and colonialism on the health-care industry. "Letras y Limpias" draws 
from Chicana feminist theory to assert the importance of the mindbodyspirit connection, and 
shows how the figure of the curandera offers us ways to heal that have nothing to do with 
copays or medical professionals refusing care, and everything to do with honoring the beauty 
and complexity of any, every, and all humans.

"Contingent Figure: Chronic Pain and Queer Embodiment" (University of Minnesota Press, 
2021) is Professor Michael D. Snediker's second monograph. It is a masterful synthesis of 
literary readings and poetic reflections, making profound contributions to our understanding 
of chronic pain. "Contingent Figure" elaborates a bracing examination of the 
phenomenological peculiarity of disability, articulating a complex idiom of figuration as the 
lived substance of pain’s quotidian. This book is essential for students and scholars of 
disability studies, queer theory, formalism, aesthetics, and the radical challenge of 
Emersonian poetics across the long American nineteenth century.

"Warda" (Yale University Press, 2021), by Sonallah Ibrahim, is the most recent translation by 
Professor Hosam Aboul-Ela. The 2000 Arabic language novel offers readers a view of twentieth-
century world events through the diary pages of Ibrahim's titular character. The novel is set in 
1950s Cairo: the intersection of conflicting dreams and political destinies. In this classic novel, 
idealistic reporter Rushdy encounters the enchanting Warda at a clandestine leftist meeting. 
Their fates would be forever linked. After Warda goes missing, Rushdy immerses himself in her 
diaries in a quest to uncover her whereabouts. The quest takes him to the hills of Dhofar, Oman, 
where he discovers Warda’s guerrilla role in a regional uprising and secret involvement in 
revolutions with echoes around the globe. Piece by revelatory piece, Rushdy uncovers the truth 
about Warda—and the fiery commitment that drove her to choose the life she lived. Sonallah 
Ibrahim is widely acknowledged as one of Egypt’s most important novelists, and "Warda" is a 
story of intrigue, passion, and revolution that has received glowing reviews in the Times Literary 
Supplement and the Los Angeles Review of Books.

"From the Americas to the World: Essays in Honor of Lois Parkinson Zamora" was published in 
2021 by Lexington Books, a Festschrift honoring the lifework of Professor Lois Parkinson 
Zamora. It traces artistic and cultural pathways that connect Latin American literature and 
culture to the Americas, and to the world beyond. The essays in this collection cover three 
critical fields: comparative hemispheric American literature, magical realism, and the Baroque/
New World Baroque/Neobaroque. Beginning with a critical reassessment of hemispheric 
American studies, these essays analyze the works of a wide array of writers, such as Roberto 
Bolaño, Alejo Carpentier, Gabriel García Márquez, Waldo Frank, and José Lez. These chapters 
build upon the legacy of the scholarship done by Dr. Zamora and exemplify the pattern of 
literary studies that she has driven forward.

"Linguistic Justice on Campus: Pedagogy and Advocacy for Multilingual Students" co-edited by 
Assistant Professor Dr. Eunjeong Lee, publlished by Multilingual Matters in 2021, is an anthology 
promotes college writing instructors to work towards linguistic equity and social justice for 
multilingual students. It demonstrates how recent advances in theories on language, literacy, 
and race can be translated into pedagogical and administrative practice in a variety of 
contexts within the US higher educational institutions. The chapters cover three thematic 
sections: translingual and anti-discriminatory pedagogy and practices; professional 
development and administrative work; and advocacy in the writing center. The book offers 
practice-based examples which aim to counter linguistic racism and promote language 
pluralism in and out of classrooms, including teacher training, creating pedagogical spaces 
for multilingual students to negotiate language standards, and enacting anti-racist and 
translingual pedagogies across disciplines and in writing centers.

"I Had Wanted a Happier Ending" (Sting & Honey, 2021) is the most recent chapbook of 
Professor Kevin Prufer, who is the author of eight full length collections of poetry, and the 
editor of many volumes of American poetry and poetry in translation.

2022 Publications
"Critical Perspectives on Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni: Feminism and Diaspora" is an anthology of 
scholarly writing on the fiction of Professor Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni forthcoming from 
Lexington Books in 2022. It offers insights into her provocative and popular fiction. In their 
engaging and comprehensive introduction, editors Amritjit Singh and Robin Field explore how 
Divakaruni’s short stories and novels have been shaped by her own struggles as a new 
immigrant and by the influences she imbibed from academic mentors and feminist writers of 
color. Twelve critical essays by both aspiring and experienced scholars explore Divakaruni's 
aesthetic of interconnectivity and wholeness as she links generations, races, ethnicities, and 
nations in her depictions of the diversity of religious and ethnic affiliations within the Indian 
diaspora. The contributors offer a range of critical perspectives on Divakaruni’s growth as a 
novelist of historical, mythic, and political motifs. The volume includes two extended interviews 
with Divakaruni, offering insights into her personal inspirations and social concerns, while also 
revealing her deep affection for South Asian communities, as well as an essay by Divakaruni 
herself—a candid expression of her artistic independence in response to the didactic 
expectations of her many South Asian readers.

"Why the Assembly Disbanded", the most recent poetry collection of Professor Roberto Tejada, is 
forthcoming in March 2022 from Fordham University Press. Throughout his body of work, the 
renowned poet and celebrated critic has explored themes of Latinx culture, politics, history, 
language, and ecologies. In this, Tejada’s fourth full-length collection, we find migrants, settlers, 
tourists, and exiles in a sweeping futuristic vista of colonial extraction, human displacement, 
abuses of capitalism, and desire in the economy of attention. With language given to pageantry, 
tonal precision, and a hopeful lyric radiance that can accommodate ecstasy and justice, Roberto 
Tejada’s carnivalesque, borderland imagery pushes the boundaries of Latinx literature. Los 
Angeles and Mexico City figure prominently in poems derived from an imagination that 
triangulates history, lyricism, and art as social practice.

"The Last Queen", Professor Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s most recent novel, is based on the life 
and adventures of the fearless freedom fighter Rani Jindan, who rose from commoner to 
become the last reigning queen of India's Sikh Empire. The novel is the love story of a king and a 
commoner, a cautionary tale about loyalty and betrayal, and a powerful parable of the 
indestructible bond between mother and child. It brings alive one of the most fearless women of 
the nineteenth century, an inspiration for our times. "The Last Queen" was launched in India in 
January 2021 (Harper Collins India) and immediately became a national bestseller, with glowing 
reviews appearing in Vogue, India Herald, and numerous other publications. It has been 
optioned for a movie and will be published in the USA by Harper Collins in 2022 and is currently 
available for pre-order. It was longlisted for the 2022 Dublin Literary Award.

"Reformation Hermeneutics and Literary Language in Early Modern England: Faith in the 
Language" a study by Associate Professor Jamie H. Ferguson (Palgrave McMillan, 2022 in the 
Early Modern Literature in History Series) chronicles how expressive and literary capacities of 
post-Reformation English were largely shaped in response to the Bible. "Faith in the Language" 
examines the convergence of biblical interpretation and English literature, from William Tyndale 
to John Donne, and argues that the groundwork for a newly authoritative literary tradition in 
early modern England is laid in the discourse of biblical hermeneutics. The period 1525-1611 
witnessed a proliferation of English biblical versions, provoking a century-long debate about 
how and whether the Bible should be rendered in English. These public accounts of biblical 
English changed the language: questions about the relation between Scripture and exegetical 
tradition that shaped post-Reformation hermeneutics bore strange fruit in secular literature 
that defined itself through varying forms of autonomy vis-a-vis prior tradition. Dr. Ferguson’s 
monograph provides close, literary readings of many poetic texts.

"Jean Ross Justice: On the Life & Work of an American Master" is an anthology edited by Ryan 
Bollenbach and Professor Kevin Prufer forthcoming in May 2022 from the Unsung Masters 
Series of Pleiades Press. Jean Ross Justice began publishing fiction in magazines in the 1950s, 
Jean Ross Justice’s first short story collection, "The End of a Good Party", appeared in 2008, 
when she was 84 years old. It was followed by another collection of stories, "Family Feeling"
(2014), and the novel "Till My Baby Comes Home" (2016). She died in 2019. The Unsung Masters 
Series brings great, out-of-print, little-known authors to the attention of new generations of 
readers.

Have News?
We love hearing from our alumni! Write to the Department of English with your

news at: englnews@central.uh.edu

Spotlight: Homer and Ireland Conference

It was organized and facilitated by Dr. Margot Backus, Dr. Casey Dué Hackney and Dr. Richard 
Armstrong from the Modern and Classical Languages Department, and Dr. Robert Cremins, from 
the Honors College, and supported by grants from the Department of English Houstoun 
Endowment.

The conference theme was inspired by faculty members’ shared interest in Robert Kanigal’s 
biography of the classicist Milman Parry, "Hearing Homer’s Song." The idea for the symposium 
originated in conversations among Dué Hackney, Armstrong, and Cremins concerning Kanigel’s 
Parry biography, and his subsequent chronicling of the oral tradition of the Gaelic speaking 
Blasket Islands and the islanders who kept the region’s history alive through their cultural 
practice. Intrigued by the connection of Kanigal’s work to Homer, orality, and Ireland, they 
“thought of putting on an event that would explore the new understanding of Homer as a function 
of multiple generations of oral poets and look at the different ways that understanding intersects 
with the persistence of orality in Ireland.”

The conference, collecting scholars working in English, Honors, Classics, and Irish Studies, 
presented papers from poetics to folklore to Irish nationalism. English Department representatives 
Backus and Sally Connolly presented on the orality of James Joyce and the classical influences of 
Seamus Heaney, respectively. UH Classicists Dué Hackney discussed the oral traditions of the 
Blasket Islands, while Armstrong situated the translations of Irish writer William Maginn in the 
stylistic conventions of Homeric translation in early nineteenth-century periodical culture. 
Cremins drew connections between Homer’s treatment of war, and unpredictable acts of violence 
in Northern Ireland during the Troubles in the poetry of Michael Longley. The interests of 
classicists and literary scholars at UH organically intersected to provide the framework for the 
conference. Meanwhile, Dr. Jonathan O’Neill, of University of Saint Thomas, who studies the Irish 
Language and the history of Irish language speakers, discussed invocations of the classics in the 
rhetoric of Irish Nationalism.  

The Keynote address by Dr. Stephanie Nelson of Boston University, “Homer’s Orality and James 
Joyce’s Ulysses,” drew on her forthcoming book. Backus explained that Nelson’s visit “felt like a 
post COVID moment, after so many months of isolation; being able to have that external spark in 
our intellectual community was a thrill.” The conference followed Covid protocols and concluded 
with a Ceilidh, a performance by Celtic-Americana-Roots musicians, Beyond the Pale. Music is 
central to Irish cultural practice and organizers were pleased that “we had a lot of fun without 
abrogating the safety of any of the people around us. After years of virtual academic gatherings, it 
was a pleasure to come together as a community.”
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