WRITING PROSE FICTION




ENG554 — Fall ’05

“Story Sculpting”






Thur. 6:30 – 9:00pm

Instructor:  Marc Nieson





Room:       Coolidge

Office: 131B Coolidge Hall, by appointment

Home Phone/Fax: (412) 441-3273   Email: msnieson@aol.com

Department Office: 120 Coolidge, 365-1190. Sheryl St. Germain, Director.
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––-

INTRODUCTION

We all have stories inside of us. In fact, one might argue that we are stories — creating our lives, day to day, every day.  But how to relate those tales on the page?  Ah, there’s the rub.

Michelangelo said his finished forms already existed within the raw stone, merely waiting to be stripped clear.  Prose stories too can be viewed as such emerging and hewn objects — possessing specific shapes and masses, textures and tensions, vectors of motion and emotion, and overall pleasing compositions.  So, as writers, how can we similarly sculpt down all our ideas to an essence?  How do we determine what forms suit our tales best? How, in short, might we become artisans, taking our drafts from rough rock to polished marble?

WHAT TO EXPECT

Over the next twelve weeks, we’ll be carefully considering varied tools and techniques of fiction writing with a special emphasis on relative “shapes” and “forms” in narrative.  The class is designed to help us re-en-vision our stories as fashioned objects that exist in dimension, in space and time.  Through model readings we’ll look at how several authors have addressed issues of foundation and structure in their storytelling, and also explore other art mediums as a means to start thinking from more 3-dimensional perspectives. Along the way our goal is to find an alternate vocabulary to talk about our writing craft and process, and, ultimately, to take our craft’s knowledge and practice to its next plateau. So, expect a few stone chips, too.

After a few introductory weeks, the class will predominantly take the form of a workshop; that is, the careful reading and discussing of each other's prose-in-progress.  Everyone will have the opportunity to have their work critiqued, a schedule for which will be determined early on in the semester.  If you’ve arrived with a piece already in-process, great, if not don’t be concerned.  Through a host of exercises and assignments, I guarantee you’ll have writing to share.  In addition, from week-to-week there’ll be specific seminars, readings and group discussions — all designed to help illuminate the formal and stylistic options available to us as fiction writers.  

GROUND RULES

We're all adults here, responsible for ourselves and to one another.  That which I outline below isn't meant to limit or penalize you, but to establish a working, mutually respectful relationship — not only with me but also your fellow classmates.  Following the rules will ensure our class runs smoothly and help us all glean the most we can out of 12 short weeks.

Attendance:  Since we meet only once per week and a great deal of the course is devoted to in-class discussion, if you're not here you can't participate let alone learn.  Discussions can't be made up and more importantly will suffer without your input.  So please, be here for your classmates and yourself. Two unexcused absences worries me. More than two worries your grade. Keeping up-to-date on all assignments and especially your classmates’ manuscripts is mandatory.

Assignments: In addition to in-class exercises, expect varied assignments and supplementary readings. Once we start workshopping, the oral/written feedback you offer classmates’ stories will become the priority.  Week to week I’ll be collecting a second copy of your written feedback.  Details to follow.  All written assignments/feedback needs be handed in on time.  None will be accepted late or via email.

Grades:  Obviously one can’t “grade” creativity per se, but what I can assess is your ability to apply certain fiction writing techniques and tools, and your willingness to be an active, contributing member to the class’ intents. In the end, it's not me who gives grades for what you don't do so much as you who earn them for what you do.  The choice is yours. Get curious. Challenge yourself. Risk. Learn. The measure isn't about an A or B, but about expanding your mind and pushing your craft. The basic breakdown: Attendance/ Assignments - 30%, Participation - 30%, Your Critiqued Short Story/Chapter 40%.

In accordance with College policy, only officially registered students may attend this class and all other classes offered at the College.  Please confer with your academic advisor if you need assistance with the registration process or you need additional information.
Chatham College Honor Code: Chatham students pledge to maintain the Honor Code, which states in part, “Honor is that principle by which we at Chatham form our code of living, working and studying together. The standards of honor at Chatham require that all students act with intellectual independence, personal integrity, honest in all relationships and consideration for the rights and well being of others.” Additional info. can be found in the Student Handbook, or at http://www.chatham.edu/forms/sa/studenthandbook.pdf.
Accomodations for Students with Diabilities: Chatham College is committed to providing an environment that ensures that no individual is discriminated against on the basis of her/his disability. Students with disabilities, as defined under the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA), and who need special academic accommodations, should notify the director of the Learning Center as soon as possible.  The Learning Center will work with the student and the course instructor to coordinate and monitor the provision of reasonable academic accommodations.

Cheating and Plagiarism: Cheating is defined as the attempt, successful or not, to give or obtain aid &/or information by illicit means in meeting any academic requirements, including examinations.  Plagiarism is defined as the use, without proper acknowledgement, of the ideas, phrases, sentences, or larger units of discourse from another writer or speaker.  Additional info on plagiarism at http://www.chatham.edu/show.asp?durki=1522.

THE BIG PICTURE

OK, so why write stories? Why make fictions of our lives?  Freeze our imaginations and feelings onto thin sheets of black and white?  What does all this effort add up to in tangible terms?  Well, in all honesty I can’t really say. The motivations and expectations behind our writing are as singular and varied as each of our respective tales.  

Yet I think to some extent we all write because within ourselves resides a deep and honest fascination with the relative light and shadow of our world.  From all the tiny details we live, rises a desire to carve out something of note, perhaps of lasting beauty or meaning or even mere communion. Surely our “being here” is more than that spare dash between dates on our tombstones.  Surely we can leave some wider imprint or murmur or song.

In all truth, each of our little lives is as delicate and subtle as any other brush-stroke in the human landscape, and can resound on paper with a voice that is louder and more affirming than we can ever imagine.  A writing workshop can offer the opportunity for such rare, bright moments of truth and sharing to start taking form.  To start the process of adding our own tales to that greater library, museum . . . continuum.

