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 Welcome back to another year at Geneseo, students! 
As you settle in to your first classes and begin to get com-
fortable, take a moment to peruse the fresh perspectives and 
whacky ideas that this Thin MiNT is here to entertain you 
with. You’ll undoubtedly be surprised and intrigued by some 
of the things that have caught our staff’s attention throughout 
summer break.

 Don’t be fooled by this Thin MiNT’s size; for con-
tained within these few pages our writers have shown their 
skill yet again and are sure to capture your attention. In the 
center of the magazine Harry Potter fans can study an inter-
pretation of the series as well as J.K. Rowland’s final words 
in the overly anticipated seventh book that made its debut this 
summer. Not a Potter fan? Turn to the next page and find an 
op-ed written about the sexy allure of the new Gardasil beach 
towel. From rimz to Kerouac, the intoxicating smell of books 
to questions about literary theory, this issue of MiNT is unique 
and utterly enjoyable. You won’t be able to put it down!

 While quite different in scope, the editorials are sure 
to make you think. MiNT welcomes all responses and hopes 
to hear from many of you! Look for our larger publications in 
October and December. To my staff of MiNT - thank you for 
your fantastic writing and your always surprising ideas. To our 
readers - we hope you enjoy!

    Sara Germain
    Editor-in-Chief

C O N T E N T S
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Rimz 
by Eric Metz

E D I T O R I A L

 “Do you think I should get the ones with seven spokes, 
or do you like the fives better?”
 “…………..”

 This past summer I had the opportunity to pick out 
a new set of rims.  Well, kind of; I got to weigh in on wheth-
er my friend’s ’98 salt-faded black Civic would roll on five 
or seven smoky gunmetal spokes.  I think I chose seven. 
 Brian bought the 17-inch rims back in July.  Since 
then I have been passenger to about 37 contorted coun-
try road performance evaluations, but I have no idea how 
many spokes the coal-black rims have.  I see them when-
ever I get in his car, but I haven’t once bothered to count.  
 I never should have participated in this decision.  I knew that 
he could never rationalize the purchase by himself.  His brother, his 
mother and his father all told him he was wasting his money.  My lone 
voice enabled the purchase of plain black rims.  I failed him as a friend.     
 Black rims. Achromatic ebony ash rims.  The false hu-
mility haunts me while the rims propel us down Route 20 over 
a trance-techno riff.   Why couldn’t I have just pushed a little 
harder for chrome?  I suggested it, but I let him laugh it off with:
 “Chrome rims, those are for crack deal-
ers! I’m not trying to waste money on looking ghetto ...”
 Brian laughed, but the joke was on him.  His family was 
right about rims being a waste of money.  Of course they are.  I 
know it too.  But while his family worships Benjamin Franklin’s 
penny saved, penny earned motto, I know Franklin was full of 
shit.  Poor Richard’s economics are the same artful dodge as the 
Boston Tea Party: a feint at free Enlightenment economics to en-
able old world greed.  If Franklin fathered anything, it was the 
lie of American wealth: that money can be earned and owned 
outright; that everyone is entitled to hoard every unspent penny.   
 Franklin forgot that extra cents aren’t squeezed; 
they’re stolen. Pennies are finite. Extra change is extracted by 
robbing society’s ‘take a penny’ jar.  The American Revolu-
tion was underwritten by a cartel of tax evading colonials who 
didn’t want to support an unresponsive empire. Coke deal-
ers follow Franklin’s economics on chromed twenty-twos.   
 Franklin and crack dealers are swindlers.  Crack deal-
ers meet their street corner clientele on chrome rims; Frank-
lin and his compatriots sold the revolution with the Declaration 
of Independence.  The Declaration’s high flung prose markets 
democratic humanity, but it does nothing to ensure real equal-
ity between America’s businessmen and minorities.  While 
black rims stay true to Franklin’s deceptive economic argu-
ment, the mirror finish of chrome rims reflect Nietzsche’s 
abyss and push crackheads to plumb the price of their habit.  
 The truth of capitalism spins on the gilded rim.  If you’re 
going to waste money, don’t try to rationalize it.  A waste of money 
is inherently irrational.  I, like Rick Blaine, don’t mind a para-
site; we mind a cut-rate one. Working long sweaty hours for your 
wealth is no excuse for opulence.  Just because you are gifted with 

the ability to amass large amounts of wealth doesn’t mean for one 
second that you’re entitled to it.  If you’re going to cheat your 
starving neighbors out of sustenance, be up-front about it.  Mimic 
the American Crack Dealer and show those sallow, sunken, di-
lated pupils exactly how rich you are getting off of their addic-
tion.  Let them know that they are suffering to let you ride in style.  
 Don’t spend thousands of dollars on black rims and try 
to ride humbly.  If you want to saddle a real steed of moral su-
premacy keep your original 14-inch rims, move to Sweden and 
convert your Civic to Hydrogen.  I don’t care if you want to rise 
above my Dutch smoking, window tinting, Lil Wayne bumping, 
chrome rim riding, fly whip indulgence; let me look up to you, but 
don’t make me crane my neck to look at your black rim bullshit.   

Responses to this editorial may be sent to mint@geneseo.edu
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E D I T O R I A L

Are Books Becoming Extinct? 
Why We Should Cherish that Musty Old-Book Smell 

by Ann Nicodemi
 The other day at work, I was asked 
if I thought someone should buy an electronic 
book reader. For those who don’t know, this is 
a device that looks a lot like a palm pilot and 
it stores e-books (electronic books). I told him 
that it seemed to be a matter of preference, and 
he said that having a single conveniently sized 
place to store thousands of books was a very 
appealing idea to him. He told me excitedly, “I 
would never need to buy an actual book again.”  
This is what got me thinking: what if everyone 
eventually stopped buying books and switched 
to this electronic book reader? Would physical 
books become extinct? And would it matter? 
 This question of the electronic book 
reader got me thinking about the actual read-
ing process — it is so much more sensual 
than anyone ever really considers. Of course we use our sense 
of vision to actually read, but we also use our sense of touch; 
the matted or glossy cover, the thick or onion-skin-like paper. 
When we turn the pages, we hear the way it sounds as it flips 
over, and we can smell the brand new paper of a just bought 
book or the musty pages of a book that hasn’t been checked 
out of the library in ten years. A computer screen would always 
look, feel, smell and sound the same. It would actually distance 
us from the experience of reading rather than bring us closer. 
 The dictionary defines a book as: “sheets of paper, fas-
tened or bound together within covers.” We often forget that the 
writing of an author is not the actual book, that the book is just a 
physical storage place for text. So perhaps I’m just being senti-
mental; I mean, good writing will be good — no matter what the 
circumstances of its presentation. James Joyce will always read 
like James Joyce and Emily Dickinson will always read like Emily 
Dickinson regardless of whether the words appear on a computer 
screen or a page in a book. And yet, it’s heartbreaking to think 
of reading a short story like “The Dead” or lines like “There’s 
a certain Slant of light” exclusively from a computer screen. 
 There are of course several other weighty issues to con-
sider when discussing the electronic book reader. One argument 
is that having these readers would probably be more environmen-
tally sound than physical books in the long run if they seriously 
cut down on our paper usage for a sustained and lasting period of 
time. The benefit coming, of course, if we can also assume that 
the machines themselves are durable and need little replacement. 
This seems very unlikely based on the shelf life of other popu-
lar electronics, such as cell phones, PDAs and laptop computers. 
 Furthermore, it is important to consider the effect of an 
electronic system on the phenomenon of books being out of print. 
If a book is stored electronically, it is much less likely to be put 
out of print, so to speak, than books that are actually being print-
ed. If people aren’t buying a particular book, then publishers will 
probably decide not to print that book because it will not make 

them any money. Except for some possible copy-
right fees, which likely would have already lapsed 
if the book were going to go out of print, having a 
book available on the web would not cost money. 
 Finally, we must consider the accessibility fac-
tor of literature, and how this would be affected by 
having large amounts available to the masses online.  
Consider Project Gutenberg or Bartleby.com, which 
have become noticeable ventures much on the 
tongues of those familiar with the literary scene. The 
goal of Project Gutenberg is to make as much litera-
ture as possible available to as many people as pos-
sible via the Internet. Their mission statement is “to 
encourage the creation and distribution of e-books.” 
 Has Project Gutenberg been successful? I 
looked at the top one hundred downloads of the 
past month: the number one download was Mark 

Twain; coming in at 34,331 downloads in the last 30 days. Sir 
Arthur Conan Doyle was second, followed by Jane Austin, 
Charles Dickens and Shakespeare at number five with 28,851 
downloads in the last 30 days. Other authors in the top 100 were 
Joseph Conrad at 31, Homer at 49, Daniel Defoe at 74 and Na-
thaniel Hawthorne at number 95 with 4,529 downloads in the last 
thirty days. It would appear based on these figures that literature 
is at the very least being distributed — however it is impossible 
to gather from the numbers which texts are actually being read. 
 It seems with the abundance of free e-texts available, 
plus the convenience and storage capabilities which an elec-
tronic reader boasts, voracious readers might be tempted to turn 
to electric palm readers in order to economize and maximize 
their reading experience. I think this is where the real problem 
comes in: the classic ideal of getting more for less. Is this what 
any reader would really want? To exchange a method of read-
ing that connects one to the text through physical, auditory and 
olfactory means, for a completely impersonal experience, albeit 
an experience that will give you more texts all stored in a con-
venient electronic box? I really hope not. I’m going to hold on to 
my bookshelves, because personally, I plan on sticking to dog-
eared page corners, pencil marks and the musty old-book smell.

Responses to this editorial may be sent to mint@geneseo.edu

4



E D I T O R I A L

I Open at the Close: Catching the Golden Snitch 
by Aaron Netsky

 For the past decade, in a universe stunningly complete 
and  parallel to our own, the end of summer vacation meant that 
a boy wizard, and infinite numbers of people who enjoy reading 
about him, would leave the muggle (non-magical) world to join 
the wizard community. Even with two more films and a Hogwarts 
encyclopedia still to come, one cannot shake the feeling that with 
the release of the seventh book this summer, and the coming of 
age of its title character, the years of magic are at an end. Closure 
is comforting, but with all that these books have meant and will 
continue to mean to my own generation (one just barely saved 
from illiteracy by J. K. Rowling), knowing that the adventure is 
over has left many with a feeling of “what now?” To this I an-
swer, now we must take what we have learned from these books 
and continue on the journey of life, just as Harry Potter has.
 There are plenty of lessons to be learned in the more than 
four thousand pages of Harry Potter’s epic story, for why else, if 
not to teach, are children’s books written? The lessons are cleverly 
hidden, and some are not even intentional. J. K. Rowling herself 
has said that at the time she wrote Mr. Weasley’s warning to his 
daughter Ginny, “Never trust anything that can think for itself if you 
can’t see where it keeps its brain,” she had never been to an internet 
chat room. This is particularly relevant in an age where MSNBC’s 
“To Catch A Predator” series has run longer than most sitcoms. 
 There have also been lessons that have run throughout the 
stories, like Professor Dumbledore’s insistence that there is no magic 
greater or more powerful than love. The metaphor of a parent’s pro-
tective charm that is used to illustrate this leads into yet another lesson 
for college-age students: there will come a time when we will have 
to leave the protection of our parents and face the world on our own.
 Earlier in the summer I began to examine these les-
sons (before I started re-reading the books from the beginning). 
I did this in response to one of the many people who claimed 
to have the ending to book seven; he wanted to ruin the expe-
rience of reading the book so that it would not draw people 
away from Christianity. I pondered the implications of children 
setting themselves up in a Hogwarts like system, sorting them-
selves into houses based on whether they were particularly brave 
(Gryffindor), smart (Ravenclaw), loyal (Hufflepuff) or ambitious 
(Slytherin). I came to the conclusion that these are all desirable 
traits, and if kids want to embrace such a system, even at the ex-
pense of monotheistic beliefs, what could be the harm? Especially 
if, in spending enough time thinking in such a way, they discov-
ered each of those four traits within themselves. And of course, 
Harry’s relationship with his snowy owl, Hedwig, can make one 
view one’s own pet in an entirely new way. Let kids have their fun 
as wizards. They’ll grow out of it, and perhaps be braver for it. 
 An examination of the American cover illustrations of-
fers a great metaphor for growing up as well as a good break-
down of Harry’s story. He is flying in the first three covers, on his 
broomstick, then on the tail of a phoenix and finally on the back 
of a hippogriff. On the fourth, he is not flying but he still has a 
huge smile on his face. On the final three covers he is depicted 

in the act of fighting evil. He has begun to enter the real world 
of adults and left the carefree world of childhood and the wonder 
of discovering what it is to be a wizard. We all grow up in this 
way between the ages of eleven and seventeen, even if the threat 
of Lord Voldemort does not hang over each of us individually. 
 Lord Voldemort is the centerpiece of J. K. Rowl-
ing’s most important lesson: he is afraid of death — but is not 
afraid to cause it. It is this fear that turns him into the monster 
that he is; tearing his own soul into pieces, murdering Harry’s 
parents and determined to kill Harry himself. By stark con-
trast, Harry Potter, through his years at Hogwarts and his expe-
rience with Dumbledore, is not afraid of death, but rather he is 
able to face it down. We should all take a page out of his book.
 Book seven threw many fastballs at loyal fans: deaths 
and redemptions of a variety of characters, temptations of our 
heroes, and another metaphorical alert of Harry’s coming of 
age, the loss of his broomstick, his means of flight. The broom-
stick so often helped him to catch the golden snitch, the elusive 
golden glint in the sky that meant victory on the Quidditch field. 
As we grow we can no longer use our childhood toys to get 
up into the air. But that doesn’t mean we should stop reaching 
out for the golden snitch. Harry would never let that stop him.

Responses to this editorial may be sent to mint@geneseo.edu

Image: http://www.harry-potter-games.com/Images/snitch.jpg
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My Beach Towel Says This Cove is Urchin Free 
by Sara Germain

 Bathing beauties and beach babes listen up! We’ve added a new product to your arsenal of allur-
ing tools used at the beach. It’s not the bust-elevating tops, the string bikini bottoms that resemble dental 
floss, the ALL over smooth tan spray or even your Brazilian bikini wax. It is your towel. Yes, lucky for all 
of you, the drug company Merck has come out with the Gardasil beach towel. This way all beach-goers, in-
cluding those hunky lifeguards, can be made aware of your, uh, “cleanliness.” You can use the towel to 
make it quite clear to the attractive person tanning nearby that HPV will not be an issue. Thank goodness.
 What this beach towel is advertising is the new vaccine Gardasil, cited as the only vaccine that may help guard 
against diseases that are caused by the Human Papillomavirus, or HPV. HPV is a very common sexually transmitted 
disease responsible for bringing us genital warts and cervical cancer. While this is perhaps the first advertising method 
introduced to the public that sexualizes the vaccination, the age group that has been targeted by Merck has been fairly 
consistent throughout. The “one-less” campaigns have been all over TV and radio stations, and feature young women 
who appear to be in their teens and twenties saying how they plan to be “one less woman” who is affected by cervical 
caner. Further advertising methods include placing inserts into backpacks and textbooks at college bookstores, so 
incoming college women can mull over the idea of immunizing themselves while purchasing their books for the year.
 However crude the advertising methods may be, protecting against cervical cancer is a very val-
id cause. Cervical cancer is the cancer of the cervix, or the lowest part of the uterus that connects to 
the vagina. This type of cancer can very quickly and easily cause infertility and might even spread in 
such a way that will inevitably lead to a hysterectomy, the surgical removal of all or part of the uter-
us. Cervical cancer is the seventh most common cause of death from cancer among women worldwide.
 There have been quite a few questions forming around this vaccine, the most important of 
which is how women’s health will be affected. Looking at the track record of drugs masquerading un-
der the banner of women’s health, it is not surprising that some are hesitant about trusting Gardasil. 
 The Gardasil vaccine is given as three injections over a time period of six months. It protects against 
types 6, 11, 16 and 18, the four strains of the virus that can be the most lethal. Types 16 and 18 cause 70 
percent of cervical cancer cases, while types 6 and 11 are the cause of 90 percent of genital warts cases. 
 Perhaps this vaccine is now being advertised in this sexually “liberating” way because it is so darn expensive. 
Alltogether, the vaccine adds up to a total of $360, and insurance companies at this point are unwilling to cover Gardasil. 
 The vaccine was approved by the FDA on June 8, 2006 following a trial conducted by Merck. Humor-
ously, the name of this trial was Future II, since this vaccine is so very representative of the future liberation of 
women and men alike, who will now be able to have sex without fear of contracting the disease. The trial in-
cluded 12,000 women from the ages of 16 to 26 from 13 different countries. At this point in time, the only side 
effects from the drug seem to be redness, swelling, and soreness at the injection site. However, the longevity of 
the vaccine and the long-term side effects have not yet been established. This is extremely important to keep in 
mind, as so often in women’s health, new products turn out to cause more harm than good as the years progress. 
 It seems the combined skepticism around the vaccine as well as the high cost are adding up to a small 
profit for Merck. Perhaps this is why they have turned to the oh-so-sexy beach towel as an advertising meth-
od. Sexualizing products is usually an effective method for selling them; just look at men’s shaving commer-
cials as an example. In almost all of men’s shaving commercials there is usually a women present who can-
not fail to be allured by her man’s smooth shave. The Gardasil beach towel is running under the same idea.
 This advertising method could also be a spin off of the failed attempts to make the vaccine mandatory for 
young girls. Merck only tested the vaccine on a few hundred 11 to 12 year old girls, and did not widely publicize the 
results. This limited proof of safety, however, seemed to be adequate for Rick Perry, the governor of Texas, who is-
sued an executive order on February 2, 2007 mandating the vaccine for school girls entering the sixth grade. Luckily 
for many girls living in Texas, a lawsuit was filed by concerned families to stop the order and on April 25, the Texas 
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Legislature overturned Governor Perry’s order.
 In looking at the history of women’s 
health an obvious pattern emerges. The birth 
control pill was introduced in the mid 1950s 
and contained estrogen levels ten times higher 
than what they are now, over 50 years later. An 
enormous amount of women were negatively af-
fected by this little pill, and some of the health 
hazards did not show up until ten or so years lat-
er. Hormone replacement therapy came about as 
a means of curbing the difficulties experienced 
during menopause and ended up causing breast 
cancer as well as heart attacks, strokes and blood 
clots. While the intent always seems to be good, 
the fact that drug companies create new prod-
ucts for financial profit, not to necessarily help 
us out, should certainly cause some women to 
pause before putting these drugs into their bodies. Truth be told, it is always smartest to wait a few years after a 
new drug comes out in order to see the side effects that present themselves over time. In the meantime, regular vis-
its to the doctor and properly using condoms can ward off the disease. For those of you who are disappointed about 
not receiving that towel, I know it is difficult, but another way of attracting those beach boys will have to be found. 

Responses to this editorial may be sent to mint@geneseo.edu

Image at http://www.pharmalot.com/2007/08/for-summer-fun-the-gardasil-beach-towel/

Like What You See?
Subscribe for free MiNT Magazines by emailing mint@geneseo.edu

Want To Help Out? 
Donations of any amount are welcome and needed! MiNT needs your help as we expand into bigger and better 
issues. Please make all checks payable to “Student Association: MiNT Magazine” in the College Union 316.

Interested In Joining? 
MiNT meets Tuesday evenings at 6:00 in the Harding Lounge located in Welles. We always welcome new 

members!
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Kerouac’s Prescription 
by William Sankey

 In early 1951 Jack Kerouac arrived home from his tumultu-
ous journeys across the American wasteland.  After the long joy ride, 
the wild-eyed, drive-all-night beatnik finally had time to sit down, 
but not to rest. For three intense weeks following his homecoming, 
Kerouac penned the entirety of his masterpiece, On the Road. It 
was the prayer book of his generation; the epicenter of a cultural 
phenomenon yet unborn.  And some fifty years later, although the 
book is still passed around, the market price has yet to drop, and you 
rarely encounter the damn thing at any yard sales.  We, as a genera-
tion, seem to have lost what he was saying — and we suffer for it. 
 On Sunday, August 19, 2007 the New York Times had a 
peculiar book up for review. It was John Leland’s Why Kerouac 
Matters, a novel about the lessons that Kerouac was trying to get 
across that our culture has, on its own journey towards the ever elu-
sive “progress,” forgotten. Lessons that include the need to impro-
vise, to be spontaneous, to expose ourselves to randomness — all of 
which, in turn, expose the best in us. Could we ever measure what 
we have lost by the forces of the digital age? The virtue of sponta-
neity, of going on a trip and just going has all but disappeared from 
our lives. Today we are inundated with surplus information, encour-
aging us to plan every moment of a life event, and its what-ifs. On 
college Freshmen’s move-in day we confront a barrage of consum-
er goods designed to provide everything one would want and more, 
but is all this stuff what we really need? Walkers going distances 
of up to two miles around the block carry water bottles with them, 
just in case. Whatever happened to the adventure of not knowing, 
of just letting things be? Our system constantly reminds us that we 
do not know everything and that we should be terribly afraid of 
this ignorance; we should prepare ourselves against what we don’t 
know with whatever a particular advertisement is trying to sell. 
 Sitting around one day I thought about the last time I was 
alone. Of not having people, a phone, an away message or the 
comfort of a Facebook account to let everyone know where I was 
and what I was doing.  I didn’t know the last time I was unac-
counted for. And what does that mean? To find an answer we might 
go back and read works such as On The Road and from them make 
apparently cynical conjectures: as a narcissistic generation we are 
infatuated with the sound of our own names, so much so at times 
that we miss the sound of another’s. However, maybe solitude, 
earnest solitude, does not eliminate us from the tablet of human 
existence but rather it broadens us, what Jack Kerouac found on 
the sometimes lonely road was not loneliness, not a collapse, but 
rather an expansion. He may have found that being alone opens us 
to others, that being spontaneous lends itself to fulfilling our lives. 
It is this kind of rhetoric, of “when you don’t see, then you shall 
see” which powers On the Road and makes it memorable. Some 
may take it for trite semantics, but I think he may have a point. 
 Luc Sante’s review in the Times makes note that Le-
land’s books sometimes reads like “The 7 Habits of Highly Effec-
tive People”; outlining what Kerouac was trying to say between 
his mad dashes between coasts. Honestly, when I first read On 
the Road I thought it sounded more like a list of towns than a 

psalm. What was it that drove him, not so long ago, to make that 
trip from New York to California not once, but several times, 
by car, bus and rail? He certainly didn’t do it to put it on his 
resumé. Nor did he do it for acclaim; instead there was some-
thing in the trip itself, not for reward or fame, but for the rush 
of the road, the joy of setting out — the bliss of the oblivious. 
 Now here’s the rub. I can’t tell you how to be spontane-
ous or how to be alone. Exposing oneself to randomness seems 
hard enough. I could tell you to read the books that no one is read-
ing, to read them deeply and thoroughly, to go to the meetings that 
few attend and link up with the people that walk fast and talk grand 
— but I think that you may have heard enough of this already. 
And I shall certainly not recommend hitchhiking across the United 
States in search of Kerouac’s route. But I think that advising you 
to get out a little bit more this year would not be overstepping my 
bounds, by saying that there is more out there, more to you even, 
than a digital cover over a depthless plain. That college is hard 
enough as is — that real conversation, not text, honest gifts instead 
of assorted pixels, actual pokes in place of mediated ones, all aid 
to liven the mood, to get you in the act of experiencing. I cannot 
say that I’m an expert but I can say these are two goals I’m going 
to work on this year. Spontaneity and selective solitude, we may 
come to find, as Kerouac did, are trademarks of a life well lived.  

Responses to this editorial may be sent to mint@geneseo.edu
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Point A, Point B and the Tool Belt in Between
 by Pat Morgan

 LITERARY THEORY: I first heard those words a year ago.  I wasn’t sure what they meant, but they 
sounded important.  Slipping off the tongue, they had an imposing yet alluring resonance within me, sum-
moning up feelings of excited expectation.  A new world had opened up; a world populated by people 
I hadn’t heard of and complex ideas that had appeared simple just moments before.  My visions of literary 
criticism as a solid, unified structure were razed to the ruins of an Irish famine village.  Inside were war-
ring factions, each vying for that scrap of food that meant legitimacy and power within the university.  Peo-
ple calling themselves “poststructuralists” were mud-wrestling a group dubbed “structuralists,” old theories 
were plastered by new ones and everyone just loved to kick that lame dog named “formalism.”  One ques-
tion revolved and continues to revolve in my mind: Is there any way to reconcile these warring theories?
 My answer didn’t come like a wild flash of instantaneous knowingness; it came from various class discus-
sions in Geneseo and coalesced in the form of a squat, slightly out of breath university professor in her 70s.  Her name 
is Helen Vendler, and besides being the Kingsley Porter University Professor at Harvard University, she has been 
dubbed by many to be America’s preeminent poetry critic.  Aside from her distinctions, her numerous publications 
and her flock of signature-hungry fans, she is an invigorating professor who, rather than overlook puzzled glances 
or words, tackles even the simplest questions with a graciousness equal to her renown.  Attending her seminar on 
the poetry of W.B. Yeats, I was taken aback by her minute attention to form, her encyclopedic memory of poems I’d 
never heard and her ability to engulf herself in a poem and not come out gasping for meaning.  Between her lucid 
analyses of Yeats’s poetry, she’d spout out pithy aphorisms: “You can’t bring the mood of one poem into another 
poem,” “There is a reason to violate anything” and “All poems about others eventually become about the self.”  
 Professor Vendler’s manner of interpretation, which is as close to pure formalism as anybody is likely to 
get nowadays, was a new experience for me.  Formalists are easy to remember since they focus on form, which, 
for Helen Vendler, includes meticulous attention to syntax, rhyme and meter.  From attending her class, I learned 
that she is particularly averse to political and moral readings of poetry.  Seeing her in person for the first time, I 
felt like a biologist rediscovering a species previously thought to be extinct.  Before my eyes was a living, breath-
ing Professalithicus formaladadus.  I had the odd urge to yell “crikey!” but decided that would be bad form. 
 In rethinking the possibilities of coming to terms with the glut of literary theory out there, I realized 
that Helen Vendler encapsulates something I had learned at Geneseo, but that I had remained skeptical about 
ever since.  I’m talking about the tool-belt strategy to theory: the idea that literary critics shouldn’t see different 
theories as competing ideologies struggling for supremacy, but as tools in an ever widening tool-belt, each ideal 
depending on the text (or should I say work?).  In the end, according to this view, every critic is a theoretical mutt, 
a mishmash of different theories.   But as I viewed it, this tool-belt theory had some serious setbacks: Wasn’t this 
merely a subtle way to infuse poststructuralism into the answer?  Rather than see critics as “one with a theory,” 
it was espousing the basic tenet of poststructuralist theory: texts and people are self-contradictory.  How could 
such a biased answer be the answer?  In my mind, that one-time intriguing tool-belt strategy was really a means to 
utilize a couple of theories, while the rest of the tools were left to rust.  But that was before I met Helen Vendler.
 While attending Helen Vendler’s class and researching various articles and interviews involving her, I 
realized something valuable: she bridges the gap between Romanticism and Neoclassicism: two of the most 
diametrically opposed concepts in the humanities.  In class, her Romantic side sprung from the pure joy with 
which she would recite poetry.  Her love of the spoken word, of the emotion and imagination conveyed in po-
etry, was intoxicating.  She embodies the Romantic concept of exploring the secret self, right down to her spe
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cialty in poetry: the lyric.  Even her in-depth study of W.B. Yeats, who referred to himself as the last Romantic, uncov-
ers her affiliation with Romanticism.  Her Romantic spirit was obvious in an interview with the National Endowment 
for the Humanities Chairman Bruce Cole, when she expounded on the many forms in which she experiences poetry, 
saying that “you feel it in the body and not only in the eye.”  Enmeshed with this Romantic side is her Neoclassical 
side, whose emphasis on form, order, lucidity and balance are realized in her own emphasis of those same traits in 
poems.  In the same interview with Bruce Cole, Vendler discusses her aesthetic affinities for structures, shapes and 
methodical reasoning in both art and science, stating that her undergraduate career as a chemistry major is “at the 
base of everything I do.”  In an online Harvard News article by Corydon Ireland, Vendler further reveals her Neo-
classical side when she affirms poetry’s major job: “To instruct and delight.”  These words are used in the exact same 
order in the Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms to describe a fundamental belief of Neoclassicalism.  
 Overlooking the conflicting views of human nature between Romanticism and Neoclassicism, Helen 
Vendler’s approach to literature reveals the arbitrariness of literary theory or, more specifically, of the view of 
competing literary theories.  A literary critic is a conglomeration of diverse theories —  unity of differences 
— and if Romanticism and Neoclassicism can be expressed in the beliefs of a single individual, then any com-
bination of theories can be.  It is better to think of literary theory as an expression of interests, which one gath-
ers in the process of living, rather than as either right or wrong.  For instance, not only was Helen Vendler an 
undergraduate chemistry major, but she was also raised a Catholic, which partly unearths her fondness for form, 
order and balance.  The cyclical content and constant form of the Catholic mass must have left a mark on her, 
not to mention that the very foundation of Christianity is founded on the continuity of the form of one person.  
 In the end, literary critics don’t rationally pull out a “perfect” tool in order to go to work on literature; 
they pull out a tool that will yield an original and interesting take on whatever they are reading.  That instant 
in which they choose a tool to use is based on everything they have ever encountered in life — every belief, 
and every unconscious influence.  It all comes down to what that particular reader finds interesting or mean-
ingful to study.  As quoted in Corydon Ireland’s online Harvard News article, Helen Vendler strikes a simi-
lar chord when she states: “You can take pleasure out of the poems by finding different ways into them.” The 
idea of competing ideologies occurs when groups of people hold up their perspective of literature not as one 
perspective among many, but as some ultra-perspective meant for everyone to rally behind.  In a way, just as 
literature distorts reality, criticism distorts literature (for to say anything about something is to focus on one 
aspect of the whole), but it is these distortions which allow us to make meaning. Although Vendler may not 
agree with me, be it a moral, a political, a formalist or any other reading of a poem, all that matters is the pos-
sibilities and perspectives a reading creates because it is this continued dialogue with the world that is literature.  

Responses to this editorial may be sent to mint@geneseo.edu
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