ON BEING RECOGNIZED

This essay circles around an important craft
question for writers of personal essays: to what
degree is the “I” on the page a fiction? And to
what degree does the act of writing an essay
mold our thinking and even our selves? Write
about a time when you lost your cool—a time
when you were upset, or surprised, as Louise
Imogen Guiney may have been after the pick-
pocketing incident—and see if you can write
your way into a new perspective, one that
maintains fidelity to the “real you,” but maybe
arrives at a refined version of the situation or
the self. Once you have written the essay, sit
next to a celebrity on a plane, preferably one
you almost but don’t quite recognize. (If it can
be a fading rock star, so much the better.) See
how this complicates the essay. Consider the
unknowability of this person and, maybe, the
unknowability of yourself. — shamae Budd

FOR THE LAST TIME

Cut this prompt into strips. Fold the strips and

place in a container. Blindly choose three to in-

corporate into your own personal essay.

1. Brainstorm (and/or Google) the phrase
“the last time” in song lyrics. Quote at least
three of your favorites.

2. Choose a connecting punctuation mark—
such as the comma used by Madden, or the
dash, parentheses, slash, even an emoticon
(with caution!)—to comment on directly.
Then use the punctuation mark throughout
your essay. Try to conclude with it.

3. Address two negative last-time experiences
and four positive last-time experiences from
your life.

4. Try something you've never done before,
such as biking backwards; determine if you
will do that thing again or if it was the last
time. Why?

S. Do not address death or graves or cemeter-
ies. How do beginnings (like birth, starting
school, learning to drive) become last times?

6. Read Madden’s last sentence. Choose a
phrase of at least three words to use in your
final sentence. (“Self-created chaos” counts)
— cassie geller cole

INDEDENDENT BEDUNDANCY
In this essay, Madden carefully and exhaustive-
ly analyzes his own writing style, suggesting
that it has been influenced by other essayists he
admires. He examines and imitates everything
from sentence-style leanings (for example, on
page 159, just after he mentions mimicking a
Brian Doyle sentence, there’s a paragraph that
feels very much like it could have been writ-
ten by Brian Doyle), to the length of the piece,
which he says intentionally approaches Mon-
taigne’s longest essays. The essay, then, though
his own in idea and completion, recognizes
many of the influences that have shaped it.
Select an essay you've read recently (per-
haps even one of Madden’s) and make a list
of its stylistic qualities, then write an essay on
the same theme trying to mimic the original’s
style but with your own examples, your own
synthesis of ideas, your own vibrant language.
Work some quotes—both attributed and un-
attributed—into your own essay, repurposing
the original author’s words for new meaning.
Teachers: As a class exercise, you might
have students do the above activity to write
their own sections of “Independent Re-
dundancy” to create a new essay with new
examples of (un)intentional plagiarism.
— scott russell Mocris

FIXITY

In “Fixityy Madden ruminates on human-
ity’s “innate desire for a fixed reference point.”
There is some irony in a meditation on such fix-
ity arising from a deliberate choice to meander.
Do you find it surprising? What would you ex-
pect if you intentionally spent your “afternoon
wandering purposelessly”?

Test your hypothesis by spending an af-
ternoon wandering in precisely that way. See
where your thoughts and feet take you, then re-
flect on what your experiment suggests about
life, journeys, insights, experiences, and/or
you. See if you feel satisfied with your effort
even if it falls short of reaching certainties.

— sentley snow

for more teaching resources, visit

quotidiana.org/sublimephysick
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