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Teaching The Villanelle 
Dallas Crow 

Every year I make my students attempt a villanelle. 
They complain, whine, contemplate spontaneous combustion. 
An aspiring Dante consigns me to my own private ring in Hell. 

They tell each other the guidelines are impossible, 
swear to me the assignment requires unattainable perfection. 
I urge them not to think of the villanelle' s 

form as a constraint, but as a container-a vase, a well-
into which words are poured. They laugh sourly at my suggestion, 
convinced of conspiracy: one more teacher's maliciously-designed Hell. 

I demur, though not demurely, tell them filling the form well 
is one art, playing with it an equally valid option. 
As evidence I off er Carruth' s extended villanelle 

and Klappert's "Ellie Mae." For a few the stanzas start to gel. 
To their surprise they find a friend in repetition. 
The assignment becomes a puzzle rather than a sentence in Hell. 

One student wakes more slowly to the task, Monday's 8:30 bell 
ringing as he prints out his formal explosion, 
cursing not the darkness but his father in his villanelle
a curse disguised as a blessing for his adolescent Hell. 
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The Craft of Paul Grochow 
By Karen Babin 

Minnesota writer Paul 

Gruchow' s work is characterized 

by his attention to details, both of 

the natural world around him and 

the words on his page. His prose is 

poetic and elegant, "wise, precise, 

and rich, deserving of its own 

display and contours" 

(Hendricksson 2). John 

Henricksson calls Gruchow a 

"literary naturalist," a distinction I 

feel hardly captures the mastery of 

words that Gruchow possesses 

when writing about the various 

topographies of Minnesota, from 

the farming prairie of Chippewa 

County in Grass Roots to the 

wildness of the North Woods in 

Boundary Waters. Such awareness 

of the natural world brings the 

reader to a higher level of reality, 

both on a physical and 

metaphysical plane: "We confront 

in wild places evidence of powers 

greater than our own; this evidence 

humbles us, and in humility is the 

beginning of spirituality. Wildness 

matters not because it alone is 

sacred but because it arouses in us 

the sense of sanctity that makes 

visible the sacredness of everything 

else in life" (B W 201). Such 

awareness is a yardstick of art in 

general, both in a words-on-page 

level and a world-around-the-writer 

level. Leif Enger, another highly

recognized Minnesota writer, says, 

"at this point, a good essayist, a 

Barton Sutter, a Paul Gruchow, 

would set down a paragraph 

condensing the miles, geography 

traversed, and people encountered 

into a wise nub of revealed truth" 

(paragraph 10). Revealing nubs of 

truth is something at which 

Gruchow is especially skilled. 

Gruchow's essays have 

received well-deserved critical 

acclaim and numerous awards, 

including seven citations in Best 

American Essays and three 

Minnesota Book Awards (MBA). 




