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The New Mississippi Projects and The African American
Read-In at Augusta University Present A Conversation
with Kiese Laymon & Jesmyn Ward
In partnership with the Margaret Walker Center and Clark Atlanta University, this
public program will serve as an educational platform that engages contemporary writers
from Mississippi to deepen the discussion about the intersection of ecological and
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sociopolitical injustice.

February 17, 2021 4-5:15 p.m. EST
Register at https://tinyurl.com/y3z9gtl4

Kiese Laymon is an American writer, editor and a professor of English and Creative
Writing at the University of Mississippi. He is the author of three full-length books: a
novel, Long Division, and two memoirs, How to Slowly Kill Yourself and Others in
America and the recently published Heavy.
 
Jesmyn Ward is an American novelist and an associate professor of English at Tulane
University. She won the 2011 National Book Award for Fiction for her second novel
Salvage the Bones and won the 2017 National Book Award for Fiction for her novel
Sing, Unburied, Sing.  

 

 
Faculty Spotlight: Guirdex Massé

 

 
 

Before joining EWL in 2017 Dr. Massé taught composition, African American, World
Literature, and Caribbean literature courses at Emory University, Fordham University,
Brooklyn College and the College of Staten Island. his research explores the ways racial and
cultural identities, as well as notions of citizenship and freedom, emerge from the
transnational encounters of black writers, intellectuals, and artists.
 

What project(s) are you working on currently?
A couple of different things. There’s, of course, the book project on the First International
Congress of Black Writers and Artists (1956). This is an international conference that
happened in Paris in 1956 and that featured leading black writers and artists of the time. That

project sort of merges my interest in intellectual history with my interest in mid-20th century
writers whose work provide a transnational perspective on black experiences.

 
I also often begin work on shorter projects that ostensibly seem to veer away from the 1956
Congress; however, there tends to be some connections. For instance, I’m currently working
on two articles, one is on Zora Neale Hurston and her travel narrative Tell My Horse (1938)
set in Jamaica and Haiti, and the other on the Haitian writer Jacques Stéphen Alexis and his
second novel Les Arbres Musiciens (1957). I began thinking about Hurston’s travel writing
while doing some research on the honorary president of the 1956 Congress, the sociologist
Jean-Price Mars. I turned to Hurston’s work because in a number of instances it addressed
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class and caste dynamics in Haiti around the time of the American Occupation of the country
(1915-1934). I was interested in seeing how her perspective accorded with an earlier volume
by Price-Mars that had shed some light on the same topic (Ainsi Parla l’Oncle, 1928). But
ultimately, for the article I am reflecting on the reception of Hurston’s work. Several critics
had dismissed it at the time for conforming to popular stereotypical representations of
voodoo. However, the text is much more nuanced; she employs a number of rhetorical
maneuvers that undermine this reading of it.

 
With the work on Alexis, the connection to the Congress is very direct. He was a member of
the Haitian delegation that attended the Congress. While there, he delivered a lecture on
“Haitian Marvelous Realism,” that indirectly challenged a major premise of the Congress:
the cultural linkages that connected people of the African Diaspora. Alexis’ lecture focused
on the specificity of cultural and historical factors that informed Haitian culture. A novel he
published the year after the Congress, Les Arbres Musiciens, was clearly aligned with the
views he expressed in that lecture at the Congress. The novel anticipated a new way of
representing Caribbean cultures and societies; if foregrounded notions such as hybridity and
creolization that a later generation of writers from the region would further explore.

 
How did you get interested about the topic and what excites you about it?
What first got me interested in the Congress is the fact that all the writers I was reading at the
time were there.  I was naturally curious about the conversations they would have been
having, especially given the time period (Civil Rights movement in the US, Ghana’s
independence two years prior, the Cold War, etc). Also, I am a voracious reader of James
Baldwin, and I was intrigued by the account of the Congress he gave in the essay “Princes
and Powers.” In that essay Baldwin highlighted a number of tensions I wanted to shed some
light on.  

 
How are you gathering material (primary and secondary sources)?
I have examined a number of archival collections. Most of the information I have collected
about the African American delegation at the Congress derives from Mercer Cook’s papers at
the Moorland Spingarn Research Center (Howard University). Mercer Cook was one of the
American delegates at the Congress, and someone who for a good 30 years had been in
conversation with francophone writers and intellectuals. He also was at the time the leading
American scholar of francophone black writing. I was also able to examine Richard Wright’s
Papers at the Beinecke Library (Yale). Wright, who was then living in Paris, was very
instrumental in connecting the Paris-based organizers of the Congress with the African
American delegates that participated in it. I also looked at the St. Claire Drake’s papers at the
Schomburg Library. Drake, an anthropologist, did not participate at the Congress, but in the
1970s he had numerous conversations with editors of Présence Africaine, the
journal/publishing house that organized the Congress. Lastly, Présence Africaine published a
couple of special editions of the journal that solely focused on the Congress. So I was able to
have access to the various lectures as well as a transcript of the formal conversations that

took place.
 
Is there any work that you have finished recently?
The most recent work that I finished is a book chapter on the writer Frank Yerby, a native of
Augusta. The chapter did not so much focus on his work as much as it did on how he was
critically received and the factors that played a role in his erasure from the African American
literary canon. He is mostly known for commercially successful historical romances. What I
found interesting about him was his earlier attempts at producing “serious” fiction, at a
moment where the predominant critical narrative mode, African American social realism, did
not reflect how he wanted to write about black life.  



Upcoming events

 

 
The African-American Read-in is coming up.  How are Jesmyn Ward and
Kiese Laymon going to be contributing to the event?
The idea for inviting Jesmyn Ward and Kiese Laymon came about through a group I was
invited to be part of: The New Mississippi(s) Project. The project is an interdisciplinary
endeavor that is looking at the intersection of social political and ecological issues in the
Mississippi Gulf area.  I was invited because of my work on Richard Wright. Our chair is
also a member of that group through her work on Margaret Walker. Both Laymon and Ward
are writers from Mississippi whose works address in different ways issues we thought spoke
to the conversations we had been having in the group.  Since over the years we have had
different ways of organizing the African American Read-In, I thought that this year we might
benefit from staging a conversation between these two writers.I actually did not think we had
much of a chance to get them. However, they seemed quite enthused about this dialogue,
especially given its focus on their home state.
 



Speaking Shakespeare
Come read Shakespeare aloud!
 

·         Every other Tuesday

·         5:30 p.m.-7:00 p.m.

Maxwell Theatre Portico
Starting February 16, we will read Much Ado About Nothing, one of Shakespeare’s most famous romantic
comedies. Full of clever dialogue and plot twists, its richly detailed characters come painfully close to tragedy before
good fortune – and a clever use of deception – lead to a bittersweet comic resolution.

Snacks and drinks provided and a copy of Much Ado About Nothing will be provided to each person attending.
Masks required.

 

Speaking Shakespeare, a collaboration of the Department of English and World Languages and the Maxwell
Theatre, is open to all students, faculty, and staff.

 
National Poetry Month Virtual Open Mic
The Writing Center will be collecting pre-recorded video and/or audio clips from any student reading their own
original poetry/spoken word or works by authors they admire. Collection period will be from March1-April 16.
Clips will be featured on a rolling basis in April, with a final compilation video released April 23. Students can
submit recording files to writingcenter@augusta.edu with subject “poetry month submission.”

mailto:writingcenter@augusta.edu


Engendering Emergencies: Gender Politics in Times of Crisis
        Augusta University’s 7th Biennial Women’s and Gender Studies Symposium
 
In light of the “new normal,” which has been anything but, our theme this year reflects our anxieties, our fears,
our hopes, and our trials that have emerged during the CoVID-19 pandemic. This year's symposium invites you
to be part of an engaging conversations on these anxieties, fears, hopes, and trials through the lens of gender
politics. While the Coronavirus spurred our interest in gender politics in times of crisis, we do not want
this illness to be the only topic of crisis with which we engage. Still, it is interesting how many gendered issues
arose from the “social distancing” experiment that permeated all our lives. Our speakers will engage in
conversations about changes to domestic and professional roles and distribution of labor; pandemic health
disparities and discrimination related to age, race, and/or gender; social unrest, public protests, and diversity,
equity, and inclusion initiatives; and how the pandemic has put strain on the gender gap in economics. Through
these conversations, we will think critically about the pandemic and its continued impact on gendered social,
political, and economic dynamics. 

 
March 20, 2021
1 p.m.-3 p.m. via Microsoft Teams
Keynote Speaker: Dr. Tiffany Townsend, Chief Diversity Officer
Guest Speaker: TBA
Additional information and details for registration will be provided and posted widely on social
media

 

 



 

5 Questions with EWL’s Danielle Wardell
 



1. What is one of your favorite parts about studying within the English and World Languages department?
 I’m a Language major (Spanish concentration) with a creative writing minor so I’m fully in my department and I
find that both convenient and helpful. Other than getting to study my passions, I feel like I can ask any of my
professors anything concerning my field of study and future plans.

 
2. Do your prefer Poetry or Prose? Fiction or Nonfiction? I deeply enjoy all forms of creative writing, but I am
particularly drawn to poetry and nonfiction. Both genres are capable of such vulnerability and connection that
always impact me the strongest out of everything I read.
 

3. What do you hope to do after you’re done at Augusta? My degree will open up a lot of avenues for me from
government opportunities to freelance/independent work. However, one of my long-standing goals have been to be
involved in some form of volunteer/community work that serves our marginalized peoples and refugees.

 
4. If you could pick any one of your professors in the last few years to help you survive on a deserted island,

who would you pick? I have a short list for this but at the top would be Professor Minick, I fully assume he is
capable of identifying any plant and, for no justifiable reason, I believe he has elite survival skills. Honorary
mentions go to both Dr. Botero and Dr. Wise. I am under the impression, also for no justifiable reason, that these two
have “connections” that could get us helicoptered off the island within the hour.
 
5. What are some of your best/favorite memories at AU? I’m making some of my best memories right now as a
member of the editorial staff for Sand Hills literary magazine and Vice President of Club de Español. I have the
pleasure of working with some of the most creative and motivated students in my department and I’m incredibly
excited about the work we’ll be putting out into the world.
 

Faculty and Student News
·         Keturah Stewart, who graduated in December, will be presenting her Capstone seminar paper, “The Life

of a ‘Thing’: Sámi Drums and Post-Colonial Discourse in Emerging Sámi Literature,” at the National
Conference on Undergraduate Research, April 12-14. The conference will be online this year.

·         Dr. Christina Heckman and Dr. E. Nicole Meyer both received Experiential Innovation Fund grants for
Spring 2021.

·         Dr. E. Nicole Meyer and Dr. Trent Kays were awardees of the Research Scholarship and Creative
Activity (RSCA) Grant Program. Dr. Meyer for her project, Questioning Family Fractures in Nathalie



Sarraute’s Life Writing: Investigating the Archive and Dr. Kays for The Internet Fact.

·         Dr. Meyer was also honored as Chevalier dans l’Ordre des palmes académique (Knight in the Order of
Academic Palms) from the République française, and she received the Boundless Teaching Award from
the Center for Instructional Innovation from Augusta University.

·         Dr. Seretha Williams received a grant from the HathiTrust Scholar-Curated Worksets for Analysis,
Reuse & Dissemination (SCWAReD) project for The Black Fantastic: Curated Vocabularies, Artifact
Analysis and Identification.

 
·         Writing Center consultants Bethany Stanley, Sabrina Nacci, Melinda McKew, Rachel Culling, Rachel

Beal, Kaylee Klosson, Alison O’Keefe, Ian Cyr, Jessica Wilkinson, Elizabeth Eisner, Christian Osborne,
and Monica Hatter had original research talks accepted for presentation at the Southeastern Writing
Center Association’s annual conference, held virtually this year February 11-13. Participation in the
conference is made possible by IEF grant funding.

 
·         Walter Quiller, alumnus of English, is now a part-time instructor in EWL.
 
·         Moniqua Acosta (previously part-time instructor) and Dr. Jiayao Wang (previously limited-term

instructor) are now Lecturers of Spanish and Chinese, respectively.
 
·         Dr. Liana Babayan is stepping down as director of WGST. We thank her for her effort and dedication.
 

 

EWL Scholarships and Awards 2021 Deadlines
 
Scholarships
LILLIE BUTLER JOHNSON SCHOLARSHIP

·         English or World Languages major and/or Women’s and Gender Studies minor
·         Minimum 3.0 overall GPA and 3.5 major GPA
·         Community/campus involvement
·         Application deadline: March 1, 2021

 
JANA SANDARG SCHOLARSHIP

·         Earmarked for Study Abroad (SAB) to Salamanca, Spain; secondary option is for another Pamplin-
sponsored SAB trip if no appropriate candidate for Salamanca applies

·         Application deadline: March 1, 2021
 

PAMPLIN TALENT SCHOLARSHIP IN CREATIVE WRITING
·         English major
·         Minimum 2.5 GPA
·         Creative writing activity/participation at Augusta University
·         Application deadline: March 1, 2021

 
PATRICIA SMITH LESHER SCHOLARSHIP

·         Completion of ENGL 1101-1102/1113-1114 sequence by end of Spring 2021
·         Application deadline: March 1, 2021

 
CHELSEA ANNE COLLINS SCHOLARSHIP

·         English or World Language major
·         Minimum 3.0 GPA
·         Application deadline: March 1, 2021

 
EDITH WRIGHT BAILEY SCHOLARSHIP IN ENGLISH EDUCATION

·         English Secondary Education major
·         Completion of 2000-level Education sequence by end of Spring 2021
·         Application deadline: March 1, 2021

 
*MARY LU KUHL SCHOLARSHIP (SAND HILLS WRITERS SCHOLARSHIP)

·         Demonstration of interest in Creative Writing

·         Demonstration of dedication, discipline, and sensitivity

·         Completed ENGL 1101-1102/1113-1114 sequence



·         Completed or enrolled in at least one Creative Writing class

·         Minimum 2.5 GPA

·         Application deadline: March 1, 2021

*Recipient determined by Creative Writing faculty
 

Awards
CYNTHIA FLEMING KELLY AWARD

Presented annually to a graduating English major who plans to teach. Recipient selected by the Scholarship
Committee.
 

GOLDBURG AWARD
Awarded annually to the writer of an outstanding ENGL 1102 library research paper. Papers should be
nominated by ENGL 1102 instructors.
 

MCCRARY ENGLISH AWARD
Awarded annually to a promising English major. Recipient selected by the English faculty.
 

PATRICIA SMITH LESHER ESSAY CONTEST
·         English major

·         Completion of ENGL 1101-1102/1113-1114 sequence by end of Spring 2021

·         Submission of literary research paper recommended by professor in whose class it was written

·         Application deadline: March 1, 2021

 

 

 

Department of English and World Languages,  1120 15th Street,   Augusta, GA 30912
706-721-1500
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