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My childhood was a study in paradox.  Geographically speaking, until I was in the 4th grade I had no other kids around me for blocks, and blocks might as well be miles to a seven-year old.  My block was filled with families who had kids in high school so while I never wanted for lack of a convenient babysitter, I never had a playmate.  As such, I tended to play by myself most of the time.  I had a great imagination and thirst for knowledge, so when not playing with my Star Wars toys or Legos, my three favorite items to play with were my parent’s record collection (My dad worked for RCA, so he got tons of free albums, none of which he ever listened to except Elvis.  Meanwhile, I got the other “crap” like Jefferson Airplane, John Denver, Gary Puckett and the Union Gap, and Peter, Paul, and Mary), a set of Collier’s Encyclopedias that my parents bought for me from a honest-to-God traveling salesman, and our subscription to National Geographic.  TV being what it was in the early seventies, I only watched it on Saturday mornings for the Bugs Bunny, Road Runner Hour.
Once we moved to our new house in a neighborhood full of kids, my fourth through eighth grade years were spent outside, rather than in.  I pretty much left books and reading behind until I got to high school.  There, I developed a love for Shakespeare for the sole reason that I understood him.  My freshman year of English we studied a lot of crap like Saki and James Thurber—none of which I remember today—but fortunately, we were mandated by law (I believe) to be introduced to Shakespeare: our freshmen installment being Romeo and Juliet.  Once I read that play, the doors were open.  By the time I finished high school I had made my way through the same standards as everyone else: Homer, Beowulf, Greek Mythology, and a bunch of dead, white, heterosexual, Christian men.  But I also managed to read Romeo and Juliet, Twelfth Night, The Comedy of Errors, Macbeth, Hamlet, The Tempest, and King Lear, plus some really obscure stuff (thanks to our really outdated library) like John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi, which I never heard a thing about until a grad school class on the other Elizabethan playwrights (and there are some) and even then, he was mentioned only in passing.

In college, I took an unorthodox route through the English degree, which was broken up by a two year change in major to economics (the specifics of which can be gleamed in the next document).  I tried to take my university’s version of this class (Intro to English studies) four times, and finally finished it as the last English course I took.  It always got pushed to the back of my priorities.  You see, my two mentors in the program were eager to get me to grad school, so they allowed me to take their graduate courses in lieu of the undergraduate versions of the same courses.  So, I got a ridiculously intense and rich education in Nineteenth Century American Fiction and Old English and Old Norse, neither of which I read much of today, sadly.  My senior year, I read Beowulf in Old English.  I presented my first conference paper at the 331st International Congress of Medieval Studies in Kalamazoo, MI on Foucault and Unmanliness in the Old Norse Sagas before I even had a degree.  These two areas, coupled with my personal work on Shakespeare and Milton (two of he three cornerstones of our literature department—Chaucer being the third) made me ready to graduate, but my working knowledge of everything else in our field was functionally retarded by comparison.  For my Master’s degree, I spent much of my course work filling in the gaps, so to speak.  Outside of what was covered in surveys, I managed to avoid the British Eighteenth Century (Samuel Johnson and friends) and the Victorian period altogether.  I hated Dickens when I read him in high school, and as an undergraduate I refused to read someone who was paid by the word.  So for my Master’s exams, I read what I had to of his in order to pass, and I haven’t lost sleep over never having read him since.  Ironic that my officemate loves him.  Guess how well we get along?  

The rest of my Master’s classes were spent taking courses on Literary Theory and Criticism, which as I saw it, was a way to talk about something other than literature for a change.  I also took many courses in our “Foreign Language” Department (Purdue is still politically incorrect to this day) like Italian and Spanish.  As such, I got to read a lot of these rich literatures that are not taught in the English department.  I read guys like Umberto Eco, Italo Calvino, Dante, and Cervantes.  I had my first publication in Romance Language Annual 11 on Calvino and the Italian Folk Tale when I was still completing my Master’s degree. 

By my doctoral classes, I had honed in on my area of specialization, since everyone needs one: Twentieth Century American, which by definition, also required one to specialize in Literary Theory and Cultural Studies.  While I loved reading the sagas, the thought of teaching the Old Norse language for the rest of my life put me into a tailspin, so I chose the postmodern stuff I loved in addition, and again, I have not lost any sleep over this decision either.  By my preliminary exams, I had taken every grad class that Purdue offered in American Literature, with some of the most distinguished professors the field has ever produced like G. R. Thompson, Leonard Neufeldt, John N. Duvall, and Patrick O’Donnell—look them up, I’m not kidding.  

Moreover, my theory professors were equally renown.  I learned Chaos Theory from Floyd Merrill, deconstruction from Calvin O. Schrag, Derrida from Arkady Plotnitsky, and postmodernism from Vincent B. Leitch (the editor of the Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism).  By this point, I had organized and chaired my first conference panel on Fascism and Literature at the Annual Central New York Conference on Language and Literature, SUNY Cortland.  Then, five years later, I defended my dissertation on modern science and contemporary American fiction.  The same year, Ball State hired me.

Since coming out of the box so strong, I have toned things down a lot.  Being on the slow, rather than fast track has allowed me to spend my time teaching literature that tends to stay under most people’s radar in an English department (i.e. literature that was not originally written in English) and writing my novel-in-progress, Ricki Lake Does Not Exist, from which I often read publicly during the Spring semester.  On paper, my area is Post-war American literature 1945-2001, though I rarely teach it (DeLillo being the notable exception).  Given that the literature production in my area closed on 9/11, I tend to read more theory and criticism these days than fiction in my area.  I publish on the intersections of literature and science (particularly mathematics), postmodernism, and the Holocaust.  The rest, they say, is history.

