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Literary
Gold
The Magic of Emerson’s Writing, Literature and Publishing Department

22 Expression | SUMMER 2019

6 EXP Feature 2_Literature Tradition_ Summer 19_D2.indd 22

7/17/19 10:51

W

HEN STEPHANIE WROBEL,
MFA ’19, found out she
landed a two-book deal
from Penguin Random
House on the strength of
her debut novel and
MFA thesis, Darling
Rose Gold, she was, as
she put it, “completely surprised.” She had begun writing
the book fewer than two years ago, had completed her
MFA at Emerson only three months before, and was
splitting her time between London and Boston.
“I’ve never been so excited to check my emails,”
she said. “I just feel so lucky. I know this doesn’t
just happen.”
The suspense novel, due out in March 2020, attempts
to get inside the head of someone with Munchausen
syndrome by proxy and was the result of much work
and revision—as well as some constructive criticism from
Emerson’s Writing, Literature and Publishing (WLP)
faculty. After meeting with faculty member Frederick
Reiken early on in her MFA, she scrapped
the entire first draft, save the two main characters.
“I walked out of the meeting a little overwhelmed,”
said Wrobel. But the reinforcement, encouragement,
and personalized attention she got from her professors
was exactly what had led her to choose Emerson for her
graduate degree in the first place. “It felt like the faculty
here were really invested in me,” she said. “Especially
Mako Yoshikawa. She really wanted to work together.
There was just more of a personal touch. I felt like with
Emerson I was going to get one-on-one time.”
On the page and onscreen, Munchausen syndrome by
proxy has long been a topic of fascination for storytellers.
From Gillian Flynn’s 2006 novel Sharp Objects, which
was adapted for an HBO series in 2018, to the real-life
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“There’s a kind of contagiousness of this
innovative spirit of our students. They’re
hardworking and willing to break the rules,
and see things in a different way…”
—LADETTE RANDOLPH, Editor-in-Chief of Ploughshares

events of the Gypsy Rose Blanchard case dramatized
in Hulu’s The Act this March, public interest in the
syndrome is once again at a peak. But Wrobel’s book
takes a topical subject and gives it a fresh spin. The story
follows a young woman who, despite being poisoned by
her mother for 18 years, decides to take her in after she is
released from prison. And if that isn’t enough to make it
a standout piece of literature, it is split into two timelines
and told from both the mother’s and the daughter’s
perspectives.
This act of literary unexpectedness is what John
Rodzvilla, senior electronic publisher-in-residence and
Publishing and Writing graduate program director, said
makes Emerson students so special. He likened Wrobel
to Laura van den Berg, MFA ’08, whose numerous short
story collections and novels Find Me (FSG, 2015) and
The Third Hotel (FSG, 2018) often merge science fiction
and fantasy elements with what Rodzvilla calls the
“high-end level, literary side of things.”
“Stephanie, she’s very Emersonian. Laura van den
Berg is very Emersonian,” he said. “It’s this [sentiment
of] yeah, we’re doing it, but we’re not doing it the way it
should be done. There’s something... that makes it a little
bit more interesting. We’re doing it, but it’s quirky.”

SETTING THE STANDARD

Wrobel’s story truly is Emersonian. Far from the
first to get a major book deal, she is one example of
a multi-decade tradition of literary excellence from
Emerson’s WLP Department. It began as a small
“division” in 1980, making Emerson the first college
in the country to start a comprehensive graduate-level
program in professional writing and publishing that was
designed to meet the needs of the publishing industry.
Since then, the department has undergone significant
growth, according to department chair Maria Koundoura.
In 2017, College Reviews listed the department alongside
Brown University, Columbia University, New York
University, and Johns Hopkins University as one of the
Top Writing Programs in the US. College Magazine

named Emerson the #1 Top College for Writers in 2018
and one of the “Top 10 Colleges for Aspiring Editors”
this year; College Factual named Emerson one of the top
10 most popular writing studies schools this year as well.
WLP’s faculty and alumni have accumulated scores of
literary accolades. Pulitzer Prize–winning professor
Megan Marshall’s most recent biography, Elizabeth
Bishop: A Miracle for Breakfast, was shortlisted for a
2018 Phi Beta Kappa Book Award. Alexandria MarzanoLesnevich’s (MFA ’09) part memoir, part murder mystery
The Fact of a Body was the 2018 winner of The
Chautauqua Prize. Best-selling children’s book author
Drew Daywalt ’92 has won 65 awards, including the E.B.
White Read Aloud Award and the TIME magazine Top
100 Children Books of All Time, for his work. And these
are just a few of the recent highlights.
So what makes it possible for WLP to pave the way
for all of this success? “One thing is the small workshop
size, both at the undergraduate and the graduate levels,
that allows for hands-on and bespoke mentorship
from the writers who are teaching the workshop,”
Koundoura said.
But the real magic of WLP is the collaborative way
in which all elements of the department work together.
“The creative writing, the literature, the publishing, and
the Writing Studies Program [formerly the First-Year
Writing Program], all four areas work synergistically
together,” Koundoura said. “Publishing students can
take workshops; everyone can take literature classes,
the pedagogy class. Creative writing students can take
workshops in other areas.”
And this collaborative energy extends to the WLP
community. “It’s the people, the faculty, the students,
and the way we work together,” said Koundoura. “It is
a community of writers and scholars and publishers and
pedagogy specialists.”

MORE THAN WORDS

According to Ladette Randolph, editor-in-chief of
Emerson’s renowned literary magazine Ploughshares,
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“There’s a kind of contagiousness of this innovative spirit
of our students. They’re hardworking and willing to
break the rules, and see things in a different way, and
I really like that. I see it in our interns, and I see it in my
classroom. It’s a really good ecosystem.”
One of these students is Porsha Olayiwola, MFA ’21.
She was named the Poet Laureate of Boston in 2018, just
halfway through her first year as a graduate student in
the poetry program. Olayiwola’s work focuses on the
intersection of afro-futurism, magical realism, science
fiction, and, as she put it, “what it means to navigate the
world as a queer, black, fat, et cetera person.” On what
made her choose Emerson for her MFA, Olayiwola said,
“There’s something about it that is cutting-edge. I think
there are people here who are looking to shift the canon
in my specific field and are not afraid to do that.”
Olayiwola is also the artistic director at MassLEAP,
a literary nonprofit organization serving young artists in
Massachusetts. She co-founded The House Slam poetry
slam venue at the Haley House Bakery Cafe in Roxbury;
was on Get Konnected!’s GK100 list of Boston’s Most
Influential People of Color; and has a full-length
collection of poetry set for publication this year with
Button Poetry.
Emerson’s ties to the Poet Laureate title run deep.
The most recent poet to hold the title was Danielle
Legros Georges ’86, and the first Poet Laureate was
former Emerson professor Sam Cornish, who passed
away last year. The City of Boston defines the Poet
Laureate’s mission as “[raising] the status of poetry in
the everyday consciousness of Bostonians.” For Olayiwola,
this means integrating poetry into people’s lives in a way
that advances civic and youth engagement. She’s currently
working on developing a Youth Poet Laureate Program in
collaboration with the City of Boston, the Boston Public
Library, MassLEAP, and the New York City–based
nonprofit Urban Word.
“It’s a lot for me to shape,” said Olayiwola. “I’m
excited to do a lot of things. It’s open and defined
by me.”

REDEFINING SUCCESS

At Emerson, civic engagement and community outreach
are often integrated into class projects, especially in the
undergraduate WLP programs and in the Publishing and
Writing MA program. Emerson’s Pub Lab, under the
direction of Rodzvilla, was established as a space for
students to work on publishing projects with real-world
clients. For the past few years, publishing students have
worked with Rosie’s Place, a women’s shelter located in
Boston’s South End, to publish a book of stories written
by students in the shelter’s free ESOL (English for
Speakers of Other Languages) classes. Emerson students
have also created a book with Artists for Humanity, an
organization that helps under-resourced urban youth.

JOHN RODZVILLA, senior electronic
publisher-in-residence and graduate
program director for Publishing and Writing
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“It’s about helping community publishers find their
voices,” said Rodzvilla.
Indeed, success in writing and publishing can take
many forms beyond landing major book deals and
working in big-name publishing houses. “We’re living in
a golden age of small presses,” said Rodzvilla. “There’s
something like 8,000 independent publishers in America—
the largest it’s ever been. That means there’s more writers
who are writing in different segments than ever before.”
That also means there is more diversity in the industry
than ever before, which Rodzvilla stresses in his classes.
“Diversity is not going to come from the top down; it’s
going to come from the ground up,” said Rodzvilla. “We
have to start looking at where the changes are occurring
at the local level.”
This is an area of which Emersonians are already
at the forefront, with independent publishing houses
bursting with alumni—from Candlewick Press, located
just a few miles northwest of campus in Somerville, to
Black Ocean, an award-winning independent publisher
based out of Boston with satellites in Chicago and
Detroit. “Candlewick is half to three quarters alumni
now, and all the editors are...mostly Emerson people,”
said Rodzvilla.
What enables Emersonians to find success in their
fields, Rodzvilla said, is at the College’s core. “There are
other publishing programs out there,” he said. “Emerson
is unique in that we come out of the writing side of
things. So as much as all of the publishing faculty are
from that publishing model, and we look at it with that
business/finance/professional side of things—like how
do to a professional design, how to make money, what it
means to successfully publish—the DNA is still writing.”

A GLOBAL VISION

As to what’s in store for the future of WLP at Emerson,
Koundoura maintained that the department will keep
doing what it does best: staying ahead of the industry
curve and facilitating literary and publishing work of
the highest caliber. In line with the College’s institutional
mission, she said the department will continue to expand
civic and global engagement initiatives that “add to the
particular interests, commitments, and passions of our
students.” These currently include two MFA concentration
offerings in Translation and Civic Engagement, as well as
Global Pathways programs in Greece, Ireland, and the
Netherlands, where students can take intensive summer
courses that expand and inform their writing from a
global perspective. Koundoura said WLP even hopes to
establish a translation press.
“We’re organically linked to the larger vision of the
College, the visions within the departments, and each
area,” said Koundoura. “That’s what makes it special.”
PORSHA OLAYIWOLA, MFA ’21
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PLOUGHSHARES, THEN AND NOW
IN 1970, at the Plough and Stars
pub in Cambridge, DeWitt Henry, an
unemployed PhD from Harvard, and Peter
O’Malley, a bartender and composer who
had recently emigrated from Ireland, had
an idea.
“We felt that the existing literary
establishment in Boston, and also in the
universities, was a closed shop,” said
Henry, the magazine’s founding editor.
“There was a real generation gap, and
new writing was not being nurtured or
welcomed by just about anybody, at
least in this area, despite its traditions.”
Driven by this desire to create a space
for discourse, and in the spirit of literary
Irish pubs as places for discussion, Henry
and O’Malley published the first issue
of Ploughshares in 1971. Henry would
go on to become a professor at Emerson,
and in 1989, together with fellow professor
Jim Randall, he would help establish
a space for Ploughshares at Emerson,
although the magazine continued to
operate independently.

When Ladette Randolph came to
Ploughshares in 2008 as editor-in-chief,
she helped complete the merger between
Emerson and the journal. “I think it’s super
important for the magazine to have this
stability and support and infrastructure,”
said Randolph. “It’s a huge advantage.
And then there is the office space, our
ability to interact with good people,
and having a stable staff, that’s all really
meaningful.”
Ploughshares has current Emerson MFA
candidates and MFA alumni who screen
submissions—a total of 60 screeners across
all three genres of fiction, nonfiction, and
poetry—as well as paid editorial assistants,
and undergraduate and graduate interns.
“They’re not just opening envelopes;
they’re doing real stuff,” said Randolph.
“And a lot of them go on to be editorial
assistants in their careers.”
Aside from hiring students and
overseeing the creation of new part- and
full-time positions, Randolph also helped
establish a social media presence, and

launched Solos, a digital-first series for
longer stories and essays, in 2012. And
while the magazine has grown over
the years and much has changed, the
founding principles remain the same.
Today, Ploughshares publishes four issues
a year, two of which are guest-edited by
prominent authors, and publishes new
writing daily on its blog.
“From the beginning, we settled on
the idea of a revolving editorship,” said
Henry. “The idea was to give each person
a share of the magazine. We had obviously
different tastes, but they were all
significant tastes that represented various
movements and theories, as well as social
backgrounds and class and race, gender.”
Ploughshares will be celebrating its
50th anniversary in 2021. Laura van den
Berg, MFA ’08, will be guest editing the
magazine’s Spring anniversary issue, and
writer Aimee Bender will guest edit the
Summer issue.
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