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Reviews and More: 
This newsletter will feature three book 

reviews from Fellowship in Ideas 

recipients: George Hickman, James 

Keller, and Matt Phillips. George and 

James focused on the Great Books 

Foundation’s newest popular culture 

trilogies, whereas Matt chose to review a 

relatively unknown work by Breece D’J 

Pancake.  

   

Sound Bites Review, by George Hickman 

 

Sound Bites: Big Ideas in Popular Music, is 

an anthology of personal essays, short 

stories, and poetry about how music 

affects those who create, perform, and 

listen to music. Though many of the 

included authors are modern, the 

anthology's discussions span from the 

Harlem Renaissance to Sia's latest single. 

It is structured in three parts—creating, 

performing, and listening. Each section 

explores music from a different angle, 

such as the perspective of a young 

musician understanding a difficult path 

to adulthood through punk music in 

John Albert's "Black Flag," or Hilton Als' 

more analytical voice describing the 

mythology surrounding Prince's queer 

persona in "I am Your Conscious, I am 

Love: A Paean 2 Prince."  

 

(continued on page 2) 

  
The last issue of HMU: Dialogues introduced the 

Popular Culture trilogy from the Great Books 

Foundation…and now it is available! Today’s 

newsletter offers a review of two of the three texts. 

They are fun, but also filled with questions about 

many things that we take for granted in contemporary 

life. See what two of our current Fellows had to say 

about them in today’s issue.  

2018 marks an exciting new venture for Harrison 

Middleton University. Six candidates earned a 

Fellowship in Ideas in our inaugural year with the 

program. We are delighted at the quality of the 

candidates, their diverse accomplishments and 

interests as well as the work they have already 

contributed to our education. If you have not read 

their work, visit hmu.edu/hmu-blog to read a wide 

array of subjects such as: techniques of writing noir; 

defining characteristics of millennials; reviews of 

contemporary literature as well as an analysis of 

Augustine’s relationship with his mother.  

The fellowship program is intended to mentor scholars 

in the Socratic method, but also to invite contemporary 

ideas into the world of classics. As demonstrated, there 

is much to discuss and we are grateful to these 

fantastic candidates for their time, energy and ideas. 

Please help me in welcoming the 2018 Fellowship in 

Ideas recipients: George Hickman, James Keller, 

Benjamin Peterson, Matt Phillips, Sam Risak, and 

Carter Vance.   Thanks!  Alissa 
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Student Corner: 
   

~ Joseph Kral, a current Doctor of Arts student, has been accepted to teach as an adjunct for the 

University of St. Thomas School of Theology at St. Mary's Seminary in the fall. He is also now the 

President and Editor in Chief of the Society of St. Sebastian and its journal The Journal of Bioethics in 

Law and Culture. 

~ Doctor of Arts student Ann Wagner was a discussion leader at the Great Books Council of San 

Francisco’s Asilomar weekend.  She led a conversation on Eugene O’Neill’s The Iceman Cometh. 

~ Dr. Phillip Perry attended the conference for the Association for Core Texts and Courses this April. 

Incoming HMU President Joseph Coulson gave the keynote address (photo on page 9).  

~ Congratulations to Mrs. Michelle Andrews, who successfully completed the Master of Arts in 

Imaginative Literature program at Harrison Middleton University.  Mrs. Andrews submitted the 

following Capstone in partial fulfillment of the requirements of her degree: "My Divine Comedy - A 

Mother's Homeschool Journey: How the Great Authors Guided Me Out of the Dark Wood of 

Confusion and Set Me on the Path to Christ.” Mrs. Andrews was also recently inducted into the Delta 

Epsilon Tau Honor Society, the premier national honor society for America’s accredited distance 

learning institutions. The Society encourages and recognizes superior student achievement, character, 

and leadership. 

~ 2018 Fellowship in Ideas recipient, Carter Vance published a piece about the writing process in Fiction 

Southeast.  https://fictionsoutheast.com/creative-writing-from-the-outside-in/ . 

He also wrote an essay for Carnegie Ethics Online regarding recent moves in Chinese foreign and 

domestic policy:  https://www.carnegiecouncil.org/publications/ethics_online/how-to-deal-with-xi-s-

china-engage-but-be-wary . And on April 28th he presented the paper titled: “You Know It, I Know It, 

Everybody Knows It: Stuart Hall and the Long Road to Trump” at the Carleton Political Science 

Graduate Student Conference in Ottawa, Ontario. Full text is available here: 

https://medium.com/@cartervance/you-know-it-i-know-it-everybody-knows-it-stuart-hall-and-the-

long-road-to-trump-aab5a16ded73 . Carter published an online article regarding food security in India 

and Brazil for the Journal of Human Security. Access it here: 

http://www.librelloph.com/journalofhumansecurity/article/view/johs-14.1.5 .  

Reviews (continued): 

All of the essays share a common thread, proving music's profound effect on us culturally and 

demonstrating how it is interwoven into the personal and the political. Simon Critchley's essay, "Bowie," 

uses the persona of David Bowie to ask questions about the responsibility of artists and musicians to 

acknowledge fiction and falsehood. Bowie was just as famous as a musician as he was for his space-age 

persona, Ziggy Stardust. Critchley shows that this concept of a "double life" shows itself in Bowie's work 

through self-aware lyrics and themes that blend fiction and reality. Bowie's lyrics examine the conflation 

of real life with movies, the conflation of persona and artist, and how falsehoods can enable truth. 

(continued on page 3) 
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Reviews (continued): 

Critchley looks at Bowie's early lyrics side by side with the characterization of Ziggy Stardust and relevant 

conversations about other artists at the time in order to create an argument that brings the whole of the 

"Creating" section into question. How much responsibility do we as creators of music have to 

acknowledge the line between truth and fiction? How do truth and fiction work together to bring about 

art? 

In the "Performing" section, James Baldwin's famous short story, "Sonny's Blues," is viewed in the 

context of the effect music has on a performer. In the story, Baldwin examines the relationship between 

the narrator and his brother Sonny, a musician and a heroin addict. Though this story has famously been 

utilized in craft anthologies, Sound Bites forces us to view the famous story from a new perspective. The 

character of Sonny stands in for the perception many people have of musicians. Sonny embodies the idea 

that performing is an outlet for struggle. Even the musicians that the narrator meets in the beginning of 

the story are described this way. Sonny says about the woman singing in the street, "listening to that 

woman sing, it struck me all of a sudden how much suffering she must have had to go through—to sing 

like that. It's repulsive to think you have to suffer so much" (165). Baldwin presents music as a positive 

outlet for suffering, especially in comparison to Sonny's other temptations, and showcases a stark 

difference between music in the eyes of the listener and music in the eyes of the performer. 

In the final section of the book, "Listening," Ellen Willis delivers a powerful and relevant essay on 

feminism and rock and roll. In a similar vein to Roxanne Gay's bestseller Bad Feminist, Willis asks, does 

liking rock-and-roll make me a bad feminist? She examines how a listener of rock-and-roll has to navigate 

the blatant sexism and male power dominant in the genre. Willis describes the experience of a listener 

who is seeking out bands whose lyrics and energy align with her political values, as well as musicians 

with identities that are often underrepresented in rock-and-roll. She describes the first time she saw Ms. 

Clawdy, a feminist rock-and-roll musician, and how it immersed her in a more radical side of music 

culture. The power of her essay shows that the role of the listener is no less significant than the roles of 

creators and performers. We all open ourselves up to the influence of music, for better or worse, and thus, 

owe some part of our ideals to the lyrics we listen to, and the performers we hold up as idols. 

Viewed together, the three sections of this anthology build upon each other. The further you read, 

the more you realize how the previous sections and essays are being brought into question. No matter the 

reader's relationship to music, the questions these essays raise are sounds that ought to be heard by all 

ears. Of all aspects of pop culture, music can feel the most subliminal. Sometimes it is simply in the 

background of our lives unlike movies or television which are often experienced by themselves, as Bowie 

would say, "on the silver screen." But because of music's subtlety, it could be argued that music has the 

deepest influence on us, and to understand music through this anthology means to not let that influence 

go unexamined. 
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Harrison Middleton University’s 

Offices Have Moved 
We are pleased to announce that Harrison Middleton 

University has relocated to a new administrative office. 

Any payments, enrollment agreements, or other 

correspondence mailed to the university should be sent 

to the new address. All phone numbers and e-mail 

addresses remain the same. The new address is:  

3345 South Rural Road, Tempe, Arizona 85282-5404. 

Meet an Outstanding Graduate: 
While teaching high school English, Dr. John Robert Reynolds 

desired to further his own education by exploring how the Great 

Books tradition might enhance contemporary educational 

practices. Harrison Middleton University's Doctor of Education 

program provided a supportive learning community for his 

inquiries through its excellent readings, discussions, and writing-

based coursework. 

 

Dr. Reynolds graduated with a Master of Arts and with a Doctor 

of Education degree. He completed extensive readings, 

conversations, and coursework that explored the development of 

educational themes through the Great Books and Great 

Conversation traditions. His capstone, titled "Better Conversations about Effective Education with High 

School Students," explores ways to integrate classical, traditional, and contemporary educational 

conversational resources in order to enhance student learning and educator effectiveness.   

 

Since graduating, Dr. Reynolds continues to pursue better conversations with his fellow educators, 

students, and community members. He has served as a facilitator for the English Language Arts 

collaboration session in his regional educational consortium. Recently, he teamed up with a local business 

manager to present high school seniors with an interactive discussion about "Liberal Arts Skills and the 

Art of Motor Shop Maintenance." As his school's English Department Chair, he serves on several local 

educational committees. In service to his students, Dr. Reynolds continues to explore and apply themes 

from his capstone with special attention to coaching educational experiences that integrate social and 

emotional intelligence development, character education, civics, communication skills, and literary studies.  
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Tube Talk: A Review by James Keller 
 

The typical book is read from front to back, but anthologies need not be read this way—the reader is 

free to create his own beginning, selecting a work on the basis of author, topic, or even brevity.  That 

selection may inform the reading of the anthology as the reader finds a question or theme of interest, 

and he may look at how other pieces in the anthology speak to that question or theme.  In reading 

Tube Talk: Big Ideas in Television, one interesting place to begin is right in the middle with Neil 

Postman’s “The Age of Show Business.”  In that piece, Postman argues that television trivializes 

matters that are to be taken seriously, adversely affecting the culture. Even serious programs, like 

news shows, read to Postman as mere entertainment.  He criticizes how they move from one mood to 

another, never giving the viewer the opportunity to reflect.  (continued on page 6) 

Faculty Highlights: 

~ Gary Schoepfel and Rebecca Fisher both led discussions at Great Books Chicago 2018.  

~ Marcus Conley, Deborah Deacon and Alissa Simon attended Great Books Chicago 2018. 

~ Alissa Simon attended the Barbara McConnell Great Books Weekend at Asilomar hosted by the Great 

Books Council of San Francisco in April. 

~ David Curd, Michael Curd, Rebecca Fisher, Lauren Guthrie, Walter Miller, and Christine Turnbull 

attended the Distance Education Accrediting Commission's 92nd Annual Conference April 22-24, 2018, in 

San Diego.  

~ Deborah Deacon was a guest lecturer at Khalsa Montessori School (in Tucson, AZ) where she spoke 

about Japanese art and its ties to anime and manga. She also presented the paper “She Goes to War: 

Women as Soldiers in Early 20th Century Films” at the Southwest American Popular Culture Conference 

in Albuquerque, NM. At this same conference, she contributed to the panel “From Middle Earth to 

Tatooine: The Politics of Imaginary War.” Dr. Deacon participated in the Discovery Series Japan at the 

Scottsdale Center for the Performing Arts as: an emcee for Saturday Morning Anime Marathon (Nov. 25); 

emcee for the First Friday Film Series presentation of Cowboy Bebop (March 2) and featured speaker; and 

presented “Exporting the Cult of Cuteness” (March 14). 
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Reviews (continued): 

Overall, the anthology does not seem to support Postman’s view.  “The Moon Hours,” for 

example, details various reactions to the moon landing, how people across the world shared this 

historical moment through television.  For some it was a moment of reflection and wonder, and 

though others were flippant and unmoved by the moon landing, this suggests a superficiality in those 

individuals rather than an inherent superficiality in television as a medium.  Even the sitcom can be 

an object of reflection as can be seen from Emily Nussbaum’s “The Great Divide: Norman Lear, 

Archie Bunker, and the Rise of the Bad Fan.”  Archie Bunker’s character was meant to be a satire of 

bigotry, and the show All in the Family sparked conversation in America. 

At the same time, Nussbaum’s piece may be read to indict television for its failures.  If All in 

the Family had been too caustic, it would not have retained an audience.  So, Archie Bunker was witty 

and, in his own way, charming, making him a figure with whom some fans could relate.  They did not 

see Bunker as a figure to be mocked.  He was one of them.  The need to entertain obscured the 

message and some saw the show celebrating rather than criticizing bigotry. 

But Postman is less concerned with sitcoms than those programs that purport to be serious, 

such as the news and presidential debates.  The televised debate, he notes, is treated as entertainment, 

scored like a boxing match.  Candidates are praised for their one-liners, not their thoughtful political 

analysis.  Indeed, they are given insufficient time in a televised debate for thoughtful analysis.  They 

have only time to make an impression.  “The First Presidential Debate,” by Alan Schroeder, lends 

support to Postman’s argument.  That piece reflects on the first televised presidential debate between 

Nixon and Kennedy and revolves around the impression both candidates made rather than the 

substance of their comments. 

Surprisingly, David Sedaris’ essay “Us and Them,” may provide the best support for the 

notion that television inhibits reflection.  At the end of the essay, a boy faces an ugly reality about 

himself.  But, he is “rescued” from a moment of self-reflection by the television.  The images distract 

him, and he abandons the opportunity for improvement. 

Whether or not television leads to a loss of reflection is one question raised by Tube Talk.  

Whatever entry point one chooses into the book, he will find a question or theme that interests him, 

and different answers to those questions and reflections upon those themes.  So, when one returns to 

the anthology to begin again, he may choose a new entry point, a new question, a new theme, and 

have a new experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Learning is not attained by chance, it must be sought for with ardor and diligence.” 

~ Abigail Adams 
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HMU Fellowship in Ideas 

recipient Matt Phillips, 

doctoral student Ann 

Wagner, and Tutor 

Alissa Simon (left to 

right) prepare for the 

keynote speech by 

scientist and science 

fiction writer Corie 

Ralston at the Great 

Books weekend at 

Asilomar. 

 

Book Review: The Stories of Breece D’J Pancake by Matt Phillips 
 

Some books seem as if they’ve been written for you, and you alone. This is a rare experience while 

reading a work of fiction, but one I’ve had on a few occasions. The Stories of Breece D’J Pancake is one of 

these books for me. In each story—the book was published posthumously in 1983 after the writer took his 

own life—D’J Pancake chips away at language. At consciousness. At the reality of small town life in rural 

places. 

He makes room for you to step into his world. 

This begins with his use of language. The first sentence in the book, from the story “Trilobites,” is 

simple, without adornment. He writes, “I open the truck’s door, step onto the brick side street.” Simple, 

yes—but the narrator is engulfed in a larger conflict: The family farm is about to be bought (or is it sold?) 

and Colly, the good old boy, can’t do a thing about it. He tells the loan man, “I told you yesterday, it ain’t 

mine to sell … You got to talk to Mom.” And then a moment later, “She’ll take you up on the offer.” The 

conflict here isn’t so much about the buying and selling. It’s that Colly doesn’t have a say. It takes a hell of 

a blindness to miss the point here: Many of D’J Pancake’s characters are constrained by their lack of 

control in a world content to brush past them like a pretty girl at the county fair. What can Colly do? Get 

dragged around by his mother, pushed into the dirt by the bank men and scam artists? 

I’m wondering if an answer—or part of an answer—rests in movement. 

Near the end of “Trilobites,” Colly pictures his father, “[A] young hobo with the Michigan sunset 

making him squint, the lake behind him. His face is hard from all the days and places he fought to live in, 

and of a sudden, I know his mistake was coming back…”   (continued on page 8) 
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I connect with this notion that we are made in the image of the place we know as home. And when 

(or if) that place is a one note song, we’re afflicted with a tone deafness. Only through leaving our homes 

can we see, breathe, or hear again as we’re meant to. 

*** 

The story “Fox Hunters,” to me, is about as close to masterpiece as there is in the short form. Bo 

works as a mechanic, and his boss, another good old boy named Enoch, gives him shit for just about 

everything. Even gives him shit for turning down car parts from a highway wreck that Enoch recently 

towed: “‘Yer crazy […] Just nuts. They—are—dead. Got that? Don’t need no car no more.’” According to 

Enoch, if you get the chance to get parts off an Impala, a real man goes and gets the parts. Dead bodies or 

not. 

It’s no surprise that Enoch has strong feelings about a local woman named Lucy, and that he thinks 

Bo should stop seeing her. After a fiasco in which Bo quits his job to honor Lucy and is welcomed back by 

Enoch—“‘All right. You want to work? […] I’ll let ya come back’”—Bo agrees to go fox hunting with 

Enoch and some buddies. 

That night, Bo finds himself sitting at a campfire—getting drunk—with a bunch of small town men. 

As the blue tick pups start chasing foxes, the men talk women. Bo previously told a whopper about his 

‘first time’ and Enoch says, “‘Tell ‘em ‘bout yer first woman, Bo.’” Bo’s reply is more manly than even he 

expects: “‘You tell ‘em, Enoch, I ain’t drunk enough.’” Enoch tells the story to critical acclaim, all while Bo, 

on occasion, ‘corrects’ him. Here we have the perverted version of the American tall tale. And then the 

story spins into odd territory. 

The next section of the story begins with these lines: “The last of the firewood was burning when 

Bill was finishing his tale. The dogs had been forgotten.” 

And then: “‘That was one helluva wreck,’ said Enoch. ‘Way I figger it, she drowned.’” And we’re back, for 

some reason, on the wrecked Impala and the couple who died inside it. It’s the car from which Bo refused 

to salvage parts. These men seem to know the young woman who died. 

“‘She was damn good all right.’ Enoch’s voice drifted away. 

‘Hell,’ said Virg. ‘I al’s went last.’ 

‘First come, first served,’ said Bill. 

‘Shut up,’ said Cuffy. ‘I’m horny again.’ 

‘Hell, we all are,’ said Virg. ‘Let’s dig her up.’” 

And with that Bo pulls a .45 and fires it at one of the dogs. The men wrestle the gun from him, but 

the damage is done. He is no longer one of the boys. This one wild bullet is Bo’s final try at escape from 

his small town life. From bonfire rapists calling themselves hunters. From dead bodies and broken down 

cars. As you can imagine, that’s not how the story ends. 

*** 

Breece D’J Pancake must have felt torn between his working class upbringing in West Virginia and 

his new life as an ‘educated’ writer. His stories touch so heavily on this, from Buddy, the angry miner who 

wants to strike in “Hollow,” to Skeevy, the bareknuckle boxer who bites off the tip of his tongue in  

         (continued on page 9) 
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Harrison Middleton University Welcomes New President 
   

Harrison Middleton University is pleased to announce that Dr. Joseph Coulson, PhD, will be joining 

the university as the new President on July 1, 2018. Dr. Coulson is a novelist, poet, and playwright 

and is the former President of the Great Books Foundation. He has served in schools for seventeen 

years as a classroom teacher, English Department Chair, senior administrator, English professor, and 

Director of Teacher Training and Professional Development. Please join us in welcoming Dr. 

Coulson!  

 

In addition to attending Great Books Chicago, Joe was recently spotted at the Association for Core 

Texts and Courses (ACTC). Joe Coulson addressed the opening night dinner for the 24th annual 

conference of the Association for Core Texts and Courses (ACTC), April 19, 2018. Seated with him 

on the dais is (center) Jane Kelley Rodeheffer, Fletcher Jones Chair of Great Books at Pepperdine 

University and President of ACTC; and (at left beside the podium) Louise Carroll Keeley, Provost 

and VPAA of Assumption College. 
 

 

“The Scrapper,” that D’J Pancake seems never to have escaped the echoes of his past. D’J Pancake’s 

stories, thirty-five years after publication, speak to me as if they were written yesterday. As if they came 

from the mouth of my very own God. 

Some works of art are above criticism. 

A young man named Breece D’J Pancake died in writing these stories. 

His sacrifice deserves only praise. 
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“[W]hat I am claiming here is not that television is entertaining but that it has made entertainment 

itself the natural format for the representation of all experience. … The problem is not that 

television presents us with entertaining subject matter but that all subject matter is presented as 

entertaining, which is another issue altogether.” 

 

~ Neil Postman “The Age of Show Business in Tube Talk 

HMU Receives Five Year Reaccreditation: 

   

Harrison Middleton University earned continued accreditation from the Distance Education 

Accrediting Commission (DEAC). The Distance Education Accrediting Commission is listed by the U.S. 

Department of Education as a recognized accrediting agency. The Distance Education Accrediting 

Commission is also recognized by the Council for Higher Education Accreditation.  The continued 

accreditation is granted for a period of five years. At its January 26, 2018 meeting, the Commission granted 

renewal of accreditation to Harrison Middleton University following a comprehensive review of the 

institution and its programs. The institution has been found to meet or exceed each of the Commission’s 

standards for accreditation. The institution has been continuously accredited since January 2003. Harrison 

Middleton University’s accreditation now extends into 2023. The scope of HMU’s accreditation extends to 

the following programs: Bachelor of Arts*, Bachelor of Arts in Humanities*, Master of Arts in Humanities*, 

Master of Arts in Philosophy and Religion*, Master of Arts, Doctor of Arts, and Doctor of Education. 

*These programs are currently in teach-out and new students are not being admitted into these programs. 

A DEAC examining committee team visited Harrison Middleton University last October and did a 

comprehensive review of the university and its programs. Harrison Middleton University’s President, 

David Curd, thanks the faculty, staff, students, graduates, and Humanities Advisory Council for 

participating in the comprehensive self-study efforts leading up to last fall’s DEAC visit. The faculty, staff, 

and students’ commitment and dedication ensured the success of the university’s re-accreditation. The 

mission, goals, and objectives drive the daily operations and aid in the success of Harrison Middleton 

University students. The re-accreditation of Harrison Middleton University is further affirmation of the 

quality liberal arts distance education offered through great ideas, great works, and great conversations.  

 

July Quarterly Discussion:  
 

The next Quarterly Discussion will take place in July 2018.  

We will be discussing various passages from Augustine’s City of God.  

Visit hmu.edu for dates and times, or e-mail asimon@hmu.edu for more information. 
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Harrison Middleton University is a great ideas, great works, great conversations, distance learning university 

that offers graduate education in the humanities with concentrations in imaginative literature, natural science, 

philosophy and religion, and social science. Harrison Middleton University promotes student-faculty 

scholarship through research, discussion, and the development of collaborative publications. 

Hello from Great 

Books Chicago! 
 

Back row (left to right): 

Fellow George Hickman; 

Fellow Sam Risak; Tutor 

and Dean Marcus 

Conley; Tutor and Dean 

Deb Deacon; Tutor and 

Dean Rebecca Fisher;  

Tutor Gary Schoepfel.  

 

Front row (left to right): 

Fellow Carter Vance; 

Tutor Alissa Simon; 

Fellow Ben Peterson; 

Fellow James Keller.  
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Change of Legal 

Status  
 

Harrison Middleton University 

became an Arizona nonprofit 

corporation effective January 1, 

2018, and is now recognized as a 

501(c)(3) educational institution. 


