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A real sketch of a story
New graphic novel shows the creative process at work
 
By MICHAEL JANAIRO, Staff writer 
Click byline for more stories by writer. 
First published: Sunday, February 19, 2006

Raymond Queneau's "Exercises in Style" is a so-called classic for writing students, because it takes a vignette and retells it in 99
different ways.

Though a man encountering a stranger twice in one day isn't that compelling, some of the variations are quite witty and fun,
especially ones that transform the story into an ode, a sonnet and a haiku.

Most, however, read like "Saturday Night Live" skits: humorous ideas that quickly turn tedious in the follow through, such as one
written entirely in passive voice. Others with headings such as "Antiphrasis," "Paragoge" and "Litotes" are sure to send you running
for a dictionary of literary terms, and you may never want to look at Queneau's book again.

Now, the graphic novelist Matt Madden along comes (literally: he appeared Jan. 26 at The College of Saint Rose's new reading
series, Frequency North). He was so inspired by Queneau's book that he wrote his own: "99 Ways to Tell a Story: Exercises in Style"
(Chamberlain Bros.; 207 pages; $16.95).

He states in his introduction that "99 Ways" took six years to write. So if it can be considered an apprenticeship under Queneau,
then Madden has accomplished a rare feat: he has surpassed the master.

Madden's story, or "template," is an eight-panel comic that shows a writer getting up from his computer; crossing into a room with
a refrigerator; being asked, "What time is it?" by someone upstairs; responding, "It's 1:15"; and then staring into the fridge and
thinking (in a thought bubble), "What the hell was I looking for, anyway?!"

Sure, it's just as mundane as Queneau's story, but Madden shows me what I failed to see in the earlier book -- the creative process
at work (in graphic detail, no less). I even laughed out loud at times.

Madden retells the story by changing such things as point of view (first person perspective; voyeur's perspective), formal
constraints (one panel; 30 panels; all horizontal; all vertical), and comic styles (manga; romance; fantasy; political; underground).
He even includes such radical alterations in homage to other artists, such as the 19th-century Swiss cartoonist Rodolphe Toppfer;
Richard F. Outcault, creator of "Hogan's Alley"; and Jack "King" Kirby, creator of Fantastic Four and Captain America.

The visual medium makes comparing versions immediately possible. The variations make evident how any one decision in style,
content or form can alter the substance of the story. And those choices, when taken to their logical extremes, can lead to fascinating
distortions, such as what is taken away and the heightened drama of eight panels in extreme close-up. What these exercises add up
to is a way of seeing that expands the possibilities of storytelling.

Of course, my ability to see this now has everything to do with the books' contexts.

Queneau's book was written in French in 1946 (and translated into English) and alludes to a kind of pre-television erudition and
education (such as classical Latin and Greek), with an appeal to a modernist mind-set, no doubt shaped by the contemporaneous
advent of the dada and surrealist movements.

Madden, on the other hand, is a contemporary from New York City. And though I was never a comic book fanboy, I did grow up
reading them, including comic-book versions of classic literature.

So, for me, Madden's text alludes to more familiar cultural artifacts, such as a character's use of a laptop, or a parody of a public
service announcement promoting safe sex, or an homage to the ubiquitous Charles Atlas comic-book advertisements in which the
weakling gets sand kicked in his face. And like most everything nowadays, the book has a related Web site,
http://www.exercisesinstyle.com.

Will Madden's book become the next classic text for writing students? I hope it isn't limited to just that. The book's readability and
appeal make it essential for the libraries of illustrators, artists, graphic novelists, writers, readers and anyone who enjoys exploring
the wonders of storytelling and the mysteries of creativity.

Michael Janairo can be reached at 454-5629 or by e-mail at mjanairo@timesunion.com.
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David Lehman interview

September 30, 2007 at 5:17 am by Michael Janairo, Arts & Entertainment Editor

Love of language
By MICHAEL ECK

David Lehman likes poetry. Yeah, yeah, everybody likes poetry. But Lehman
likes it in a “you’re scaring me” kind of way. One wonders if he might
actually come through the phone line and leap into the living room to start

reciting Byron, Shelley, Keats or perhaps one of his own wildly inventive works.

Lehman has no fewer than half-a-dozen collections to his credit, but he is also the editor and
founder of “The Best American Poetry” series (which celebrates its 20th anniversary this year);
a literary critic; and editor of the 2006 anthology, “The Oxford Book of American Poetry.”

He reads and writes lots of poems.

Lehman, who is also on the core faculty of the graduate writing program at New York
University, will kick off the third season of The College of Saint Rose’s “Frequency North”
writers series on Thursday. Frequency North describes itself as an “aggressively eclectic”

 
Posts | Comments Log in

Recent Comments

Book giveaway: ‘Moby-Dick’ (12)
Vincent Zandri: What’s
interesting is that as wonderfu
holding that dogeared copy of
in your hand (and...
PW: The book I return to ove
and over again is James Joyce
“A Portrait of the Artist as a
Young...
Jason: Because it reminds me 
my more youthful, free-thinki
slightly pessimistic days, I’ve
read...

David Lehman interview - Books Blog: A Conspiracy of Smart People - ... http://blog.timesunion.com/books/david-lehman-interview/937/#more-937

1 of 4 7/1/2010 3:35 PM



program of readings curated by Daniel Nester, an assistant professor of English at the school.

To give you an idea of just how passionate Lehman is about poetry, consider this. He once
assigned himself the task of writing a poem a day, which he then did for 140 days straight. His
most recent collection, “Jim and Dave Meet The Masked Man,” co-written with James
Cummins, is made up solely of sestinas, a torturously strict and convoluted form dating back to
the 12th century.

Presently he’s working on two more collections, one on the theme of memory and another in
which every poem is in the manner of another poet, such as “Shelley, Keats, Rilke or Gertrude
Stein,” he explained.

Thankfully, he didn’t pop out of the phone during his interview last week, but he did hold court
on his favorite topic.

Here’s just a little of what he had to say:

Q: What makes a good poem?

A: A good poem will have language that is fresh, vivid, real and imaginative, or at least has an
imaginative approach to language.

The first obligation of a poem is to arrest the reader, to make one pay attention. The poet doesn’t
have a lot of time to do that, especially in the world of today’s diminished attention spans.

One thing you need in a poem is for that poem to impart pleasure, for that poem to make the
reader want to read it; to sustain the reader’s attention. But that’s just a bare minimum. What
you would like ideally would be something more, whether complexity of thought; brilliance of
insight; extraordinary wit; the cleverness of stating in a new way an old truth; or a new
perception that’s never been made before.

You want that in poetry and you want a poem that has a quality that compels you to reread it, a
poem that makes you want to read it a second time — not necessarily because it’s difficult, but
because you’re attracted to it.

Good poetry should be capable of yielding itself in more than one reading.

Q: What makes a good reader?

A: A good reader is someone who loves words and loves language and loves literature; and who
is open to it. It’s someone who is willing to be read by the work just as he or she is reading the
work, that is to say, to allow the work to speak to you and to take in what is being said as if
you’re having a dialogue with it.

I think a good reader is someone who has a certain amount of humility but who at the same time
also has certain expectations and demands.

Q: What is the value of poetry today?

A: Poetry has survived thousands of years and it will continue to do so. I think its uses are many.
People are always astonished that poetry has a readership, but it does.

Post 9/11, poems were circulated by electronic means as a way not only of comforting or
reassuring but also as a way of having a dialogue about what had happened. Poems like W.H.
Auden’s “September 1, 1939″ made the rounds. People looked to poetry for something that they
were getting nowhere else.

Q: Could you address contemporary poetry culture?

A: There are lots of different ways an interest in poetry manifests itself.

The most common way today, as it has been for the past many years, is for poetry to be centered
in universities and among literary circles.

One of the things that’s different today, though, is that where poetry readings were once
exceptional and associated with particularly flamboyant figures like Dylan Thomas, Robert Frost
or Allen Ginsberg, now we have so many readings that it seems a primary way of dissemination.
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We have, here in New York City, on any given night, five or six poetry readings at least, and
they’re not just in universities or colleges or libraries; they’re also in bars and cafes and at
monuments and other places. Poetry’s venue has enlarged itself.

Q: As an editor, do you ever get tired of reading poem after poem?

A: Well, you know, what Samuel Johnson said of London is also true of poetry. He said that
when a man complains of being tired of London, what he means is that he’s tired of life.

Poetry is so various and so rich that it’s hard to imagine being bored by it, at least for me,
luckily, because as you said, I have to read an enormous amount.

Each year, at the end of the year, the guest editor of “The Best American Poetry” says to me, “I
can’t believe you have to do this again next year, I’ve done it for one year and that’s enough.”

It is overwhelming, but I love it.

Q: Do the editor and writer within you ever clash?

A: I’m of the belief that a busy person gets more things done than a lazy person. I have energy
enough to sustain more projects than one. I also feel that there are different parts of the mind
that are at work on different things.

One thing I’ve done over the past few years is make watercolor paintings. I know that when I
paint it’s a different part of my brain at work. The part of my brain that’s involved when I write
or edit a book is obviously not engaged at the time when I’m making a painting.

Editing and writing are probably closer to each other than either is to painting, but they each
fulfill different functions for me. They don’t clash.

Q: What reading material has been at your bedside lately?

A: This week I’ve been reading William Wordsworth, Thomas Gray, Elizabeth Bishop, Walt
Whitman and the Greek poet Konstantinos P. Kavafis.
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Alice Fulton discusses tales of Troy
Alice Fulton continues to be inspired by her hometown
 

By C.J. LAIS JR., Staff writer
Click byline for more stories by writer.
First published: Sunday, November 9, 2008

Alice Fulton has never left Troy. Sure, the multiple award-winning poet, author and recipient of MacArthur and
Guggenheim Fellowships now lives in Ithaca and is the Ann S. Bowers Professor of English at Cornell University.
In her heart and mind, however, she is never far from her hometown.

Her latest book, "The Nightingales of Troy" (Norton, 256 pages, $23.95), is a collection of related short stories
chronicling 100 years in the lives of a family of Irish-American Trojan women.

Wise and lyrical, the 10 stories shift tones and language as the decades glide by, from the turn of the 20th
century through the present.

"The sisters in the book were based on my aunts," she says, "though I took liberties and fictionalized. 'I told lies
in order to tell the truth.'?"

Fulton — who will appear at the University at Albany on Tuesday and The College of Saint Rose on Wednesday —
recently talked with the Times Union via phone and e-mail from the home she shares with her husband, artist
Hank DeLeo.

Q: Did the desire to write about Troy come first or was it the idea of a collection of stories?

A: I've written about Troy from the beginning, so that must have come first. I was drawn to Troy as a setting for
stories because it's a fascinating place. It has a rich history and a turbulent, evocative present. I love the place.

Q: Were there any major themes you were trying to get across with these stories?

A: Themes kind of snuck up on me. Altruism is one theme. Many of the characters grapple with the notion of how
much they can give before they're used up. Another theme is loneliness. One character says, "Troy must be the
loneliest place on Earth." And I think the book is about love. For me it was very much about love and being able
to put on paper the feelings of love I had known.

Q: Did you grow up with a strong sense of female energy?

A: I had wonderful aunts and sisters, so I guess I was immersed in female culture, which of course is just human
culture. The women in the book face universal problems. Human problems, not female problems. I drew on
family stories when creating the characters and their dilemmas. And toward the end of the book, actually from
the 1960s onward, I also drew on my own experiences.

Q: You met a couple of the Beatles. Was that through your time as a DJ at WRPI? Did you use that experience to
inform the story "The Real Eleanor Rigby"?

A: I met John Lennon after I interviewed Yoko. It was September of 1973. Someone said to me, "Capitol Records
wants to know if you want to interview Yoko." I said, "Of course, yes." George Harrison I met in a similar way,
through a friend with connections. He seemed a very kind person, very solicitous. He had the reddest lips on the
planet, it looked like he had been up all night eating pistachios, the kind that came in red shells that had to be
pried open with your teeth. That was my exact thought at the time. A couple of things George said — and one
thing he did — are actually in the story.

Q: Does that story, along with the later ones, feel more personal to you because they are in your time period and
influenced by your memories?
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A: At first, stories that drew on my own experiences seemed hardest to write, so I wrote them last, after I'd
learned a little more about technique. Once I got into them, they were the most enjoyable. It's hard to see
yourself objectively, see your own weaknesses, but in the end, I hope I was able to laugh at myself.

Q: What kind of research did you need to do for the historical passages?

A: The research was so engrossing; it was hard to stop. The Troy Record was an invaluable source of news and
information about the various decades. At first, I read it on microfilm in the Troy Public Library, but I then was
able to get the microfilm through interlibrary loan. I also read magazines and journals published in each decade.
And I visited all the sites I write about in the book — from the Shrine of the North American Martyrs in Auriesville
to OTB in Lansingburgh. Friends and relatives who lived in Troy were a huge help. One of the fascinating things
about memory is that two people experiencing the same event will remember different aspects.

Q: What did you learn about Troy that you had never known?

A: I learned so much. I learned that Troy had two floating "dance gardens" in the '30s, The Ship of Joy (which
was owned by my father) and The Paradise. Also, there was a lot of illegal bootleg whiskey being made during
the '20s and early '30s. I learned that radioactive rain fell on Troy in 1952. I learned that people, including
children, frequently drowned in the Hudson River. From ads in the Troy Record, I got an impression of elegance
and affluence as well as poverty and tragedy. There were some elegant items to be purchased at the downtown
stores — silk umbrellas, petticoats in colors like sandalwood, Bagdad blue, Mephisto red, verdigris and Tiffin.
Those are all color names from the 1930s that I found in an old Frear's ad. One of my earliest memories is eating
in the mezzanine restaurant in the Frear. I remember getting a lime soda with a lot of crushed ice in it and a
glazed French doughnut. I'd never had anything like that before.

Q: What is (was) your favorite and least favorite part of Troy?

A: I like the Oakwood Cemetery, with its lakes and waterfalls and spectacular view of Troy. It's quiet and lovely
and there's such a sense of the 19th century. I half-expect a horse-drawn carriage to roll by. I love the area of
Lansingburgh around the Herman Melville house, right on the river, with its own little park. I enjoy the area
around the Troy Library, Russell Sage and Washington Park, the beautiful old row houses, brownstones and brick,
with the iron railings made locally. And when I'm in Troy, I stop in Market Block Books, in the lovely old flatiron
building, with original woodwork and tin ceilings. I also like to visit the places in Troy where I hung out as a
teenager — South Troy, Sycaway, Beman Park, Prospect Park. I don't have a least favorite part, really. Even the
aspects of Troy that are rundown or in disrepair are interesting.

Q: Do you think Troy still has validity in the 21st century?

A: Troy is so much more interesting than most places in this country because of its wonderful old buildings, the
sense of history that's tangible. Too much of America has become strip malls, big box stores, a landscape of
blaring consumer blight. But Troy has character, an identity. When old buildings are cared for they become part
of the present. Because Troy has kept aspects of its past, its present is richer and deeper. How rare it is to get
the chance to be a time traveler. I think there are models, other cities that have retained their history and charm
and that's become their strength. I think Troy learned that lesson with its old buildings. It would be foolish to
make the city look like some brand X, generic place. It will become a place you drive through. Troy should very
proud … and don't knock down anymore buildings!

C.J. Lais can be reached at 454-5562 or by e-mail at clais@timesunion.com.

Alice Fulton appearances

Where: University at Albany uptown campus, 1400 Washington Ave., Albany

When: Tuesday

Seminar: 4:15 p.m., Assembly Hall, Campus Center
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Reading: 8 p.m., Recital Hall, Performing Arts Center

Admission: Free

Info: New York State Writers Institute, 442-5620; http://www.albany.edu/writers-inst/

Where: The College of Saint Rose Events and Athletics Center, 420 Western Ave., Albany

When: 7:30 p.m. Wednesday

Admission: Free

Info: Frequency North, 454-2812
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Witnesses to a cannabis shift
By Elizabeth Floyd Mair

Published 4:04 pm, Friday, January 31, 2014

 

College of Saint Rose alumna and investigative journalist Alyson Martin, co-author of "A New

Leaf: The End of Cannabis Prohibition," will return to her alma mater on Thursday as part of

the Frequency North visiting writers series to discuss the book.

"A New Leaf" (The New Press, February 2014), co-authored with Nushin Rashidian, explores

the rapidly changing social and legal attitudes toward cannabis in the United States. Twenty

states have legalized medical marijuana, and two — Colorado and Washington — recently

legalized the plant's general use. Yet nearly half of all drug-related arrests still involve sale,

production, or possession of cannabis.

A native of Feura Bush, Martin lives in New York City. While in high school she interned at the

Times Union. She attended Saint Rose and worked at the Post-Star in Glens Falls before going

on to Columbia University for a graduate degree in journalism.

Martin will be joined by her co-author, Rashidian, for the talk at Saint Rose and two other local

events this week.

Q: Tell me a little bit about the kinds of research you did for this book?

A: Most of the research was through first-person interviews. Over the course of eight months,

we drove from Maine to California and back again and stopped in nearly every state with a

cannabis law. Including a detour to Mississippi to visit the federal cannabis farm, which is the

only place that it is federally legal to grow cannabis, the trip totaled 30,000 miles.

We dug up hundreds of documents at the Library of Congress in D.C. and interviewed

researchers from California to Israel. The benefit of the road trip was the ability to see the

country in transition. We saw legislation debated in New Jersey, dispensaries thrive in Denver

and get shut down in Los Angeles. We were in Oakland the night legalization failed in

California in 2010 and in Seattle when it passed in 2012 in Washington and Colorado. We met

people who used cannabis as a medicine until they died and others who have wound up in

federal prison for growing according to state law.

Q: Do you think that most states will eventually follow Colorado and Washington's lead? And

what's behind the shift in public opinion?

A: We anticipated change, but not this quickly, not every step of the way.

When we started reporting for "A New Leaf," we sensed that we were witnessing the end of a

prohibition, but there was no proof of that yet, and the country still had only a dozen medical
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cannabis laws (the number has nearly doubled since then).

Some states are already preparing to follow Colorado and Washington. Oregon and Alaska will

have legalization on the ballot this year. California will vote on legalization in 2016, likely along

with a handful of other states. But most states will probably wait to see the outcome of

these experiments.

There are many reasons for this shift.

Nearly two decades of exposure to medical cannabis made people more comfortable with the

plant. It was down the street, people were talking about it, family members were getting

recommendations from doctors. Then the economic downturn around 2007 and 2008 made

the idea of taxing cannabis particularly appealing. Some states were bringing in tens of millions

of dollars on just medical, and others wanted in.

Also, if general use cannabis was regulated and taxed, people realized that would be money

away from cartels and toward schools, for example. At the same time, deaths related to drug

war violence in Mexico were rapidly increasing; there have been more than 60,000 to date.

People realized that American consumption of cannabis, among other drugs, was

empowering criminals.

More recently, the ACLU report that showed racial disparity in cannabis arrests between blacks

and whites was particularly striking. Blacks are on average four times more likely than whites

to be arrested for cannabis possession, even though they consume at comparable rates.

Elizabeth Floyd Mair is a freelance writer. Reach her at efloyd@nycap.rr.com.

If you go

What: Alyson Martin and her coauthor, Nushin Rashidian, discuss their book "A New Leaf:

The End of Cannabis Prohibition" and sign books at three local venues.

7:30 p.m. Thursday: The College of Saint Rose's William Randolph Hearst Center for

Communications and Interactive Media (CCIM), 996 Madison Ave., Albany

7 to 8:30 p.m. Friday: Rock Hill Bakehouse, 19 Exchange St., Glens Falls

3 p.m. Saturday: Book House of Stuyvesant Plaza, 1475 Western Ave., Albany

Cost: All events are free.
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