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1 will always remember that day in high school when I was
first made aware that composition should be creative and a matter
of personal experience. It was not, as we so frequently assume
in teaching composition, a great liberating experience. We were
given a simple open assignment to write a poem on anything we
wished. That was all. And the only thing that came into my mind
was a vast terror that I wouldn't know what to write or how to
write it.

I also remember the poem I finally handed in. "Inspiration"
struck after I had gone to bed the night before the assignment
was due. Mentally, I developed the total, two-stanza poem and
then rushed from.my bed to find pencil and paper before the idea
vanished. It was a dreadful piece in heroic couplets, a complete-
1y unimaginative, cliché-ridden description of a robin. I was
not impressed with what I had written, but I was glad to be
done with the assignment.

Too often as I look over open and general area assignment
papers today, I have the uneasy feeling that my present students
are repeating my own experience with creativity and personal
expression. Like me, they are terrified by a blank piece of
paper and a vague command to write a poem "aboutmy world," or
"my favorite thing." Like my poem, their work seems often a
desperate effort to get something, anything down on paper.

They are so busy finding something to write on and a basic or-
ganizational principle to use, that any more sophisticated mat-
ters such as style, a definite attitude toward the material, or
a definite sense of the probable reader are totally forgotten or
ignored.

There is, of course, a great deal to be said for creativity
and for personal expression, but we may need a great deal of so-
phistication in our assignments if we are to achieve them. Above
all, we are unlikely to be able to directly assign students the
task of being creative. One of the best methods of indirectly
soliciting creativity from students, I believe, is to assign
parodies. Parody sets students free in a remarkable and strange
way. My best way of explaining why it does so is to say that
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parody, right from the beginning, gives the student somethin

do. Even if he has no idea what -he will write on, he is notg 5
I?ft confronting a blank sheet of paper. Instead’ he can

tinue to read good work that might provide a vehiéle for hgon_
ggg;g;ogéteﬁiiznpzreh§y—prodyct of the assignment, he is pa;i§2m~
Tred writing. 0 his readlng_as‘purpgseful, organized, styl-

= igngﬁ :2V:?b§yon1c ideardoes come to him, the student can
S Whethzr godels to see whaF kinds of possibilities
R fRsther ehsugceeds or falls in fitting his idea into
e no: » he is dgyeloplng the sense that a writing
o idea'does'oa ZlngI? 1d?a, but a developed pattern. Wheth-
Sl = Sos hir oesn't flt a particular model, he is gettin
e s parody w1}1 hgve to develop definite attitudg
foward, ience an@ material if it is to be a satisfacto 1
ion or exaggeration of the original. ‘ i

. W?gz ;gzeitugent finally has both an idea and a model in
abilities d w;ll often force him to work up to his fullest
crassins Qietaﬁat e student h?s chosen to write about a tank
e Oklahomm ?§ John‘Stelnbeck described a tractor crossin
Gid thic voen gt %elds }n GraPes of Wrath--as one of my studeﬁts
fegos stuéent einbeck's ch01c? of ‘hard, clean adjectives will
S stUden:o search for his own, equally powerful adjec-
but Steintochs oon may be Fempted to write a melodramatic éndin
o e iy nsistent impersonality will force him to sée 5
e e eéegance.of unqerstatement. While the student
T a ?o el §a§11y slips back '"to his own level or
e I;111_]:u}slistgdi:':l;ui}'ltT:hedalssignmem:,"che student paréaist
could hardly be expected to Eathrvzgcﬁg; giﬁlStic forms he

are thZr:Ziilngthlng aboup parody assignments is that they
tne parody——w{tn Joy; by so6 many students. Students enjoy read-
importantly, a gizzt_%§h¥a522éﬂzmamong oy weleiay Dut moTe
t R can enjoy writi

xizielzxggz of mg_c}asses, more than onle{fth o;nfhga:ggzé Lt
e Sk p:ig 1e3 ?eyond the assignment, evidently simply
e taie njoye 1t.. The obvious explanation for this joy
sense of fun. 1¥aE:roggr12xtha§epa:§dy appea}s aroly of Ro
Frost's el?gant}y simple pozﬁp”Tﬁe p:sfsii0K1£§i§§r§:y_Of‘Robert

I'm going out to clean the pasturé spring; shnes

I'11 on}y stop to rake the leaves away ’

fAnd va%t to watch the water clear, I may) :
e studentsha ndF be gone long.--You come too. .
e 1it£::2 ist, who was in a sophomore college survey of

ure, wrote: 7o
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The Bowling Alley

I'm going out to have an evening's fun;
1'11 only stop to have a beer or two

(And wait to see the dancers--just a few):
I'1l be gone quite awhile--you stay here.

I'm going out to bowl with the team
That's number one “in the league. It's so fun

To go out with the boys after we're done.

1'11 be gone quite awhile--you stay here.

dist in this case was only a better than average stu-
dent. But with the crutch of Frost's elegant simplicity, she
found a voice that was creative and memorable. Despite a metric
problem in the second stanza, the student, in general, managed

to imitate Frost's sophisticated and subtle reliance on the *
jambic line. But, most importantly, freed from worrying about
saying anything, the parodist went on to advanced techniques,
notably the assumption of -a persona of the other sex.

The paro

While humor is obviously a significant factor in students’
interest in parody, perhaps a better way of explaining their
enthusiasm is to recognize that young students have unique abil-
ities of verbal imitation. The older we become, the less imita-
tive we become. At eight or ten, most of us could learn a new
language fluently without formal training; at sixty, none of us
could. At forty-five, few of us are given to imitating the
verbal idiosyncracies of those around us; at fifteen, our teach-
er's favorite phrase or our parents' too-oft-repeated formula
are sources for careful imitation and hilarity.

When a student attempts serious imitation, he gives up the
easy successes of burlesque and the sure reinforcement of humor.

Yet, after I have explained to my students the essentially dual
ious and comic--I find that a great

nature of imitation--seril
many of them prefer to attempt to say something personally mean-
ingful to them rather than to debunk a literary style. Aided by

the serious tone and elevated techniques of a great original,
they often write something that gives them great satisfaction
and that says things they would never dare say on their own.
The following serious parocdy of the "What the Thunder Said"
section of T. S. Eliot's Wasteland came from one of the bright-
est students in the same class in American literature,

Here is no love but only hate
Hate and no love and the desolate world
The world populated with machines
Which are machines of hate without love
If there were love we should stop and care
Amongst the hate one cannot stop or share
Laughter is silent and peace is in jeopardy
1f there were only love amongst the hate
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Dead machines mouth of carious teeth that cannot kiss
Here one can neither stand nor lie nor sit
There is not even kindness in the machines
But automatic selfish existence without love
There is not even awareness in the machines
But dull lifeless eyes ignore and overlook
From doors of crowded tenements

If there were 1love
And no hate
If there were hate
And also love
And love
A seed
A leaven among the hate
If there were the sound of love only
Not the H-bomb
And the missiles singing
But the sound of love over hate
Where the peace-dove sings in the olive trees
Love peace joy love peace joy
But there is no love

Imitation, as a pedagogical device, has been around a long
time. Milton learned his craft in part through it, as did Cicerg
before him. It is an ideal tool for pushing students to the
limits of their ability and beyond those limits with the aid of
the great works of their heritage. It appeals to the vivacious
humor of youth and to youth's imitative instincts. In advanced
sections, it can be used as an introduction to the analysis of
literary techniques. And, though classical in origin, it often
achieves our elusive modern goals of creativity and personal
expression.

Poul Grawe is an assistant professor in the English Department of
Winona State College.
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