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Introduction 

 

The term renga comes from a collaborative form of Japanese poetry, wherein the last line of one 

writer’s poem becomes the first line of another’s poem, the last line of which in turn becomes the first 

line of a third writer’s poem, etc. and an elaborate but fluid system of creative protocols ensures that 

the finished product is cohesive. I first used the principles of the renga form’s extended multi-person 

collaboration in a class I taught ten years ago on the Western, giving students the first page of a Western 

story and asking them simply to continue it, then passing it to another student to continue, and on 

through a succession of hand-offs until it was finally returned to the originator who revised it and 

brought it to a conclusion. The initial impulse to try such an exercise was simply to overcome the 

students’ inhibitions about the foreignness of the subject matter, and to engage with it in a manner that 

felt more like “play” than “work”. The payoff of that first foray in terms of class camaraderie and student 

enthusiasm for the subject made me eager to try out more elaborate and ambitious exercises, and since 

that time I have experimented with various forms of collaborative writing, both creative and critical, in 

courses on American cinema, Indian film and literature, Dickens and Chaplin, cinephilia and philosophy, 

and the Spaghetti Western. Though I intuitively felt that most of these experiments were successful and 

feedback from students tended to confirm this, I wanted an opportunity to pause and reflect on their 

goals, pedagogical ethics, efficiency, etc. and the CTL Fellowship during 2015-2016, which allowed me to 

discuss pedagogical ideas with a group of congenial Trinity faculty, was thus a very gratifying experience. 

 

Renga: How it Works 

 

The basic principle common to all of the experiments I have developed is that of collaboration, and a 

unique form of collective authorship. Every exercise starts with a student’s response to an original 

writing prompt, which is then passed on to a collaborator, and then to a third writer, etc. and then 

finally returned to “the Originator”. Whether the exercise is creative (as in the Western story renga 

described above) or critical (as the sample assignment sheets in the supplement below) all of the 

contributions after the first one are explicitly defined as thoughtful responses to whatever precedes 

them, on the mutual understanding that a. others are thoughtfully responding to one’s own Embryo and 

b. the entire chain will eventually be returned to the Originator to complete, revise, unify, etc. and hand 

in for grading. This “all-in-it-together-teamwork” understanding is usually sufficient to produce an 

enthusiastic and even-across-the-class equivalent effort from all students but I also make sure of this by 

announcing that their grade takes note of everything students write, not just their own rengas (i.e. the 

one that returns to them as Originators).  

 

 



2 
 

Another principle that I have used in some cases is anonymity – but I am very ambivalent as to whether 

the effects of anonymity are beneficial given the pedagogical aims of the exercise. As part of the 

game/play element all participants in a renga exercise adopt code-names, imaginative personas 

appropriate to the course content (i.e. Western nick-names, Chaplinesque monikers, etc.) and in some 

instances, I have had students collaborate with each other using only these code-names – i.e. not 

knowing who in the class they are collaborating with. Then, at the end of the exercise, there is “the Big 

Reveal”. The idea of a game is somewhat fostered by this, and the initial idea behind using this principle 

was that inhibitions might be lifted. However, I think while this effect was true in some cases, the 

opposite effect was the case in others – some students were over-sensitive regarding the feelings of 

students they did not know and were thus inhibited from being frank and honest in their responses. 

There were also a few isolated instances of others losing too many of their inhibitions and being too 

frank and harsh with their comments – also not productive relative to the pedagogical aims of 

camaraderie and collective enthusiasm for the subject matter. The third reason I found to abandon the 

anonymous component is that it prevented what occurred in the writing exercise playing a role in class 

discussions – with the identity of code-name characters “out” in public, I found that students felt both 

confident and proud to refer to their collective writing threads with pride and ownership whether or not 

they were the Originator. The fourth reason against anonymity is that I also started doing performative 

exercises that involved taking on a character’s voice and these were necessarily automatic “outing” 

situations. 

 

Reflections on the CTL Fellowship Year 2015-2016   

 

The sequence of renga exercises I used in my new Spaghetti Westerns course in Spring 2016 and 

presented to my CTL colleagues for work-shopping was designed to be far more cohesive than my 

previous experiments with the pedagogy – for the first time I had a rough idea of exactly what the 

students would be doing from start to finish (as opposed to making it up as I went along). It also 

constituted the most extended sequence of such exercises, beginning in the second week of the term 

and ending the last week. Though the work on it was graded at mid-term, the sequence in effect 

constituted a single unified assignment that altogether accounts for 45% of the final grade.  

 

The basic stages of the sequence were similar to what I had done in earlier courses on the Western: 

writing a story collaboratively, turning that story into an imagined movie, locating that movie 

historically, and writing a research paper that discusses the imagined movie in relation to a real one. 

What I added into the mix in this version were elements designed to creatively engage with the history 

behind the genre. The two books we worked with offered photographic images and stories that dealt 

with petty criminals and other marginalized people from the Old West, people who are, for the most 

part, completely forgotten – as forsaken and poignant as worn-out, illegible gravestones. Though today 

their descendants may call the shots in boardrooms on Wall Street, dentist’s offices in Des Moines, or 

Toyota dealerships in Texas – they themselves sit glumly on filthy flea-infested bunks in the drafty 

ramshackle boardinghouse of the Dead and Forgotten – waiting forever for a visit that never happens. 

Our sacred mission was to rescue them from their lonely obscurity, by resurrecting them and giving 

them a second chance to live – to talk laconically, eat chili, drink, play cards, ride horses, not take baths, 
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take baths, spit, make love, laugh like maniacs, and kill people with guns! Or not kill people with guns - 

in the fictional stories and movies we created. Other in-class activities designed to immerse us in the 

nihilistic atmosphere of 1960’s Italy included playing cards for real serious money, eating chili, and 

laconic talking and staring contests. No guns were allowed; this isn’t Texas 

 

The two main goals of the course were:  

 

1. to fully engage with the Spaghetti Western as art and in the narrative of the Western genre as a 

whole, to understand it well enough that we can speak its creative language fluently  

 

2. to understand how an active and creative engagement with works of art can open up distinct 

historical climates of possibility – i.e. give us an image of the past that illuminates the present; in this 

case by bringing the chronotopes of the Old West (1865-1890 West-of-the Missisippi America) and the 

Spaghetti Western (Italy and the Third World 1965-75) in dialogue with our own chronotope (Trinity 

College, Hartford Spring 2016).  

 

Schedule of Renga Exercises 

 

Week Two – First Installment of Renga Story – Introduce Character from one of three Westerns  

 

Week Three – Second Installment of Renga Story – Introduce Character from PRISONERS 

 

Week Four – Third Installment of Renga Story (returns to Originator) / PRISONERS Presentations 

 

Week Five – Fourth Installment of Renga Story 

 

Week Six – Fifth Installment of Renga Story – Introduce Character from WICKED WOMEN 

 

Week Seven – Sixth Installment of Renga Story / WICKED WOMEN Presentations 

 

Week Eight – Revise and Finish Renga Story 

 

Week Nine – Revise and Finish Renga Story / Renga Story and Dossier Due (20%) 

 

Week Ten – Workshop Movie Pitches 

 

Week Fourteen – Rengafied Research Paper Due (25%)  

 

Having presented all of the above to my colleagues I was particularly eager to hear whether they 

thought such exercises could in fact accomplish the same goals as traditional teaching methods; in 

particular I wanted to hear from the Historians as to whether such methods would past muster in their 

discipline; what I found was that some of the theoretical assumptions I had adopted instinctively were 
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quite acceptable and legitimate – and I had already learned that many colleagues from different 

disciplines (History, Philosophy, Religious Studies, Language and Cultural Studies) had also come to 

employ comparable “playful” exercises as a means to develop student engagement. All in all the 

Fellowship allowed me to reflect on what was working, what wasn’t working, and it thus indicated the 

most productive lines for future development of the renga pedagogy. It was a very gratifying and 

rewarding experience, thanks to the congenial leadership of Dina Anselmi and Sean Cocco, and the 

collective enthusiasm of my fellow Fellows. 
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Supplement: Sample Assignment Sheets 

 

*** TOP SECRET – CLASSIFIED *** 

Engl 304 – renga exercise – part II 

 
Dear Renga-Ninja Operatives, 

The still above is a reminder never to allow yourselves to be distracted by superficial issues when playing high-

stakes renga. Unless of course the issues in question are only superficially superficial, and are, in fact, deep. As you 

should have realized by now, cinephilosophy is a soul-harrowing existential business to have stumbled into – you 

need to make sure every word counts – yet faced with such conundrums as “superficially Deep or deeply 

Superficial?” you are ultimately ALONE! even when you are not alone.  In this desolate but nonetheless exciting 

context, it is reasonable to observe that this installment of the renga will draw more deeply on the 

cinephilosophical skills you have just started to learn how to exercise. 

The main goal of this particular installment of the renga is to raise the game we are playing by tightening up our 

choice of conceptual language and the precision of our description, thus enhancing our grasp of the complexity of 

what is going on in the work of Plato and the films we have screened in the course so far (i.e. Monkey Business, Y 

Tu Mama Tambien, Everyone Else, Summer with Monica, and Late Spring). What you need to do in 750-1000 words 

is to offer a helpful critique and/or enhancement of what has been given you in the renga embryo – but only after 

you have read the embryo over many times and contemplated it in the Platonic manner (as outlined in the 

Myth of the Charioteer). Your critique or enhancement can be enacted in many ways: by showing how the flip-side 

of what the embryo-author is saying is also true, by taking a word or phrase that seems slightly off or vague and 

making it more precise, or by illustrating one aspect of the writer’s argument with reference to a scene from one 

of our films and/or the readings for next week. You should not at this point in our adventures be inhibited to do 

any of this – we are all in this together, part of a team, and such playful critique is an important part of any creative 

collaboration, a form of simultaneous and reciprocal tickling that produces good brain-enhancing chemicals.  

Here’s the procedure for the hand-offs. When you receive the renga via email attachment it will be named with 

the writers code-name in caps plus your own code-name. Write this installment after the embryo, sign off on your 

own contribution with your code-name and please re-save it (don’t change the name) and send it back to me by 

next Wednesday.  Hope you have fun with this, and thank you all for everything, Barnaby Porterhouse 
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Engl 304 – renga exercise – part III 

 

 
Dear Apprentice Renga Masters, 

The Stakes of our Game are getting Ever Higher! Here are your instructions: 

1. Whatever your code name, for the purposes of this assignment please adopt the rhetorical tone, the authority, 

the inimitable style of Cary Grant (either as Geoff Carter or Walter Burns or Barnaby Fulton) – you need to write 

your new renga in such a way that your reader will hear Cary Grant’s voice as they read it!   

2. In this third and penultimate phase of our renga, I would request that you very carefully consider the existing 

discussion that you have been given and make a conclusive critical judgment – think hard about the various 

arguments that you are being presented with and determine whether and to what extent you agree/disagree with 

each of them – and explain why.  

3. As a reference point for your decision – the evidence that backs up your philosophical definition of a Hawksian 

truth that we can live by - you need to offer us two things:  

a. a set of six stills from either His Girl Friday or Monkey Business and an analysis of the moment or event it 

embodies - place it at the head of your installment. Best image quality/sizing/layout you can manage!    

b. an imagined anecdote from the life of George Winslow. Born in LA on May 3, 1946, he will celebrate his 68th 

birthday on Saturday of the last week of this term, when most of you will be attending the Third Annual Trinity 

Student Film Festival (I would hope). Where is Foghorn living now? Unmarried, shunning the lime-light - what’s he 

really up to? Did the photography career pan out? What small but significant event happened in his life that 

illustrates your Hawksian truth? Where did it happen? On a boat in the Caribbean? In a Chinese restaurant in New 

Jersey? While walking his dog Butch with his best friend Bruce Willis? This time you have 1000 words (min.) to get 

the job done and please remember: make if flow, make it seamless, and above all, keep it real. Please re-save the 

document with the same title and send it back. Thank you all for everything, DUTCHIE VORTERBRUGGE  
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*** TOP SECRET – CLASSIFIED *** 

Engl 456 / 856 – second renga exercise – part iV 

The Final Chapter (for now) 

 
Dear Renga-Masters, 

Since I know you have probably all been wondering about this, at least subconsciously, here's the melancholy real-

life subtext of "the Native American expert boy": 

 As happens to many child actors, George Winslow was not able to transition his lovable persona into an 

 adult career -- not even close. By the age of 12, he had not only lost his appeal and naturalness before the 

 camera, but his trademark basso profundo voice. He officially retired from show business before reaching 

 his teens. After enlisting for four years in the Navy, George took a course in photography upon his 

 discharge and developed a strong interest in making it his profession. He also worked for the Sonoma 

 County Council on Aging in California. Unmarried to this day, he has since completely shunned the 

 limelight. 

Contemplating the melancholy fate of the boy Hawks made us love will prepare you for this final chapter of our 

renga saga. You now have back in your possession the adolescent renga that you were forced to abandon as an 

embryo – and I'm sure it's an occasion for copious tears of joy. So much to say, but how hard to find the words! 

What you need to do, and do well, with all the poetry  and philosophical precision you can muster, is come up with 

a real life anecdote that embodies the Hawksian "truth" that was developed from embryo to child to adolescent in 

the preceding three stages of the renga. You, as the original parent of this truth are the one best suited to bring it 

into adulthood, i.e. demonstrate one way in which the art of Howard Hawks does what all art worthy of the name 

should do: make us happy to be alive. But what we want here is not an anecdote from childhood but rather one 

from your adulthood – how does your particular Hawksian truth help us deal with the tough stuff? How, in other 

words, is it on the level of philosophy? In 500-750 words, tacked onto the end of the other three parts of the renga 

and the name extended/renamed with your codename and 4 at the end. Next Friday May 6 by attachment.  

Thanks for everything,  

Barnie Lee    
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*** TOP SECRET – CLASSIFIED *** 

Engl 496 renga part iv assignment sheet 

"what does it all mean?" 

 
Dear Renga Agents: The still above is for inspirational purposes only. As the case of Dude in Rio Bravo has shown 

us, sometimes it takes time, patience and decisive words on the part of friends to help a person overcome his or 

her inner demons. Though we may not be struggling with the same demons that Dude is, none of us is perfect – 

only through the recognition of our imperfection do we become capable of extraordinary things, do we become (in 

the immortal words of John T. Chance), “good, real good”. A deep spiritual paradox or incomprehensible mystical 

nonsense? 

Enough of that. You now have back in your possession the adolescent renga that you were forced to abandon as 

an embryo – and I'm sure it's an occasion for copious tears of joy. So much to say, but how hard to find the words! 

What you need to do, and do well, with all the poetry  and philosophical precision you can muster, is come up with 

a real life anecdote that embodies the Hawksian "truth" that was developed from embryo to child to adolescent in 

the preceding three stages of the renga. You, as the original parent of this truth are the one best suited to bring it 

into adulthood – to isolate the “pearl of great price” from among the writhing mass of brilliant concepts that you 

first brought into the world.  

What we want here is not an anecdote from childhood but rather one from your own semi-adulthood or perhaps 

something that happened to a “very close friend of yours” who you will refer to with a pseudonym such as Benton 

or Billy or Natalie or Lovelie. Keeping the story of Dude in mind, come up with an anecdote that explains how your 

particular Hawksian truth helps us deal with the tough stuff. i.e. demonstrate one way in which the art of Howard 

Hawks does what all art worthy of the name should do: make us happy to be alive. In 500-750 words, tacked onto 

the end of the other three parts of the renga. And you also need to do five other things: 

a. Make a relevant connection to a moment and still(s) from Rio Bravo. 

b. Include at least one of the Ticklers on the next page into your text in a way that is perfectly seamless. 

c. Type the Tickler you use into a google images search and select/include the image that by a strange coincidence 

offers the perfect symbolic representation of your Hawksian truth – at the top of the whole thing. 
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d. Revise the entire renga for clarity, typos, fix the photos, throw out the trash, make it yours again, own it!     

e. In a separate section, after the entire revised renga, include both of your two contributions to the renga of other 

agents (I definitely want to take these into account in my grading).  

The entire thing is due in hard copy the first class we get back after the Break (March 19th) 

Thanks for everything, Dutchie Vorterbrugge   

Sixteen Classic Ticklers from Literary Prodigies (American High School Students) 

1. Her face was a perfect oval, like a circle that had its two sides gently compressed by a Thigh Master.  

2. His thoughts tumbled in his head, making and breaking alliances like underpants in a dryer without Cling Free.  

3. She grew on him like she was a colony of E.coli and he was room-temperature Canadian beef.  

4. She had a deep, throaty, genuine laugh, like that sound a dog makes just before it throws up.  

5. Her vocabulary was as bad as, like, whatever.  

6. He was as tall as a six-foot-three-inch tree.  

7. The revelation that his marriage of 30 years had disintegrated because of his wife's infidelity came as a rude 

shock, like a surcharge at a formerly surcharge-free ATM.  

8. The little boat gently drifted across the pond exactly the way a bowling ball wouldn't.   

9. From the attic came an unearthly howl. The whole scene had an eerie, surreal quality, like when you're on 

vacation in another city and Jeopardy comes on at 7:00 p.m. instead of 7:30.  

10. Her hair glistened in the rain like a nose hair after a sneeze.  

11. The hailstones leaped from the pavement, just like maggots when you fry them in hot grease.  

12. Long separated by cruel fate, the star-crossed lovers raced across the grassy field toward each other like two 

freight trains, one having left Cleveland at 6:36 p.m. traveling at 55 mph, the other from Topeka at 4:19 p.m. at a 

speed of 35 mph.  

13. The plan was simple, like my brother-in-law Phil. But unlike Phil, this plan just might work.  

14. The young fighter had a hungry look, the kind you get from not eating for a while.  

15. He was as lame as a duck. Not the metaphorical lame duck, either, but a real duck that was actually lame, 

maybe from stepping on a land mine or something.  

16. The ballerina rose gracefully en pointe and extended one slender leg behind her, like a dog at a fire hydrant.  
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Rasa pulp fiction Renga exercise part one 

ENGL 495 Senior Seminar: Indian Film and Literature 

Instructor: P. Younger – "Charandas kodaiwallah" 

 

 

INSTRUCTIONS 

Part One: Creating a code-name and mug-shot that will define your persona as a renga operative. 

a. Select the first name of your assignment code-name from the following list of Bollywood Characters:  

Ranchoddas/Racho, Pia, Viru/Virus, Farhan, Raju, Chatur/Silencer; Ravi, Vijay, Anita, Neetu, Sumitra-

Devi, Anand-Babu, Daver, Samant; Devendra, Anand, Madhumati, Madhavi, Radha, Charandas, 

Ugranarayan, Pawan Raja. 

Customize this by adding the last name of your choice, anything but your own real last name or any 

obvious indicator of your real-life identity. Sign off on all parts of the renga assignment with this code-

name only – do not put your real name on any part of this assignment. And please do not reveal your 

code-name to anyone for the duration of the exercise as this will wreck the exercise in addition to giving 

you a horrible credit rating at the Cosmic Bank of Eternal Karma.  

b. Type the first name of your code name (only) into a Google Images search and select a photograph 

that will serve to characterize your persona; the only restriction on the selection process is that you do 

not select an image of the actor who played the character in question (i.e. don’t select an image of 

Kareena Kapoor for “Pia”).    

 

 

 



11 
 

Part Two: Plunging into the Ocean of Tamil Pulp Fiction, Hindu Mythology, Your Own Subconscious  

a. Read through the Amar Chitra Katha comic book you have been given.  

b. Find a carrel in a quiet spot in the Trinity library, ideally in an area you have never been in; read the 

first page of the Tamil Pulp Fiction story you have been given, then re-read it, then do whatever you 

normally do to zone out!!! i.e. go into a creative trance (as long as this normal practice is legal to do in 

the Trinity library, if not please use an alternative practice, such as day-dreaming).  

4. Writing legibly in the Blue Book, spend at least 45 minutes continuing the story you have been given 

in whatever direction you would like to take it: adding new characters, throwing in mind-blowing plot 

twists, overwrought descriptions of desolate and decaying apartment blocks on the outskirts of Bombay, 

pot-bellied villains romping around in their briefs, in any case, shamelessly plagiarizing – “adapting” – 

plot-lines and characters from Bollywood, Hollywood, the French New Wave, Shakespeare, the 

Bhagavad Gita and/or the comic book you just read. Point is to use every desperate strategy needed to 

make the story vivid, impossible to forget, a torment and ecstasy to your reader. Stop writing the story 

when you are in mid-flow, nowhere near the end, right at a vertiginous moment of nail-biting 

suspense…. 

5. Make a title page for the story that includes a new title for the story made up by you, your code 

name, and your identity photograph, using funky font, rico suave formatting etc. Print it out and staple it 

on top of the first page (one you were given) of the story – and email it to me as an attachment. Put 

everything back in the folder and bring it to class next Wednesday September 24th.  

Please and Thank you, most sincerely,  

Charandas kodaiwallah 
 


