ENG548 91 

Fall, 2005

C 234

Tu, 6:30 – 9

Creative Non-fiction;  Taming the Wild with Words

Course Description: This seminar’s reading will focus on writing about intentional, direct interactions with landscape: gardening, farming, eating, woodlot management as inbuilt metonymies for the social.  In the postmodern, any idea of ‘real’ is contaminated.  Our interactions with the natural are increasingly mediated, so they become fetishized, requiring a self-conscious awareness both of the artifice and the recovered as joined experiences—and all of these concomitantly contain a sort of on-going literary/historical ‘reality’ in the way we recognize and speak about ourselves in the physical world.   Taking leads from writers who have looked for ways to address this re-insertion of ourselves into a world we cannot really escape, we will write about ways in which our lives are, or can be, “natural” despite being part of a largely indoor and commodified structure.

Course Objectives:   Each student is expected to keep up with the reading and to submit one written assignment each week (12 minimum in all) and to revise and improve some of these exercises as it becomes clear which are the more promising of the various beginnings.  In some cases, a long integrated document may emerge.  In others it will be a series of shorter pieces fitting under the loose umbrella of the course title.  There will be in-class reading every week and in-class writing exercises at intervals.  

Learning Outcomes:  The readings are diverse in style and perspective.  Students will be drawn more to some than others.  By taking a mentor as seems appropriate, each will be able to create some original pieces and to refine prose style to correspond to the individual perceptions and meanings discovered.  While the external rubric of  the program is focused on ‘nature,’ one of the goals of this particular seminar is to push the borders of what that might now mean.
Learning Methods:  practice, practice, practice.  We will have in-class exercises, readings, and weekly assignments.  It is important to get the work—they’re exercises, not more—done on time in order to go on to the next.  Re-writes can improve the weakest of starts and sometimes magically transform the insipid, so getting something out and on paper is always an important start.  Nobody is expected to be wonderful on every first draft, but everyone is expected to do the exercises in class and to turn in something every week

Texts:.  Thoreau, Faith in a Seed; Dillard, Teaching a Stone to Talk;  Berry,  The Art of the Commonplace;  Kincaid, My Garden (Book)
Time:
Class from 6:30 – 9:00 Tuesday nights.

Assignments:
Writing due weekly, either in class or electronic.   The prompts in the syllabus are just that, prompts.  If you find yourself on another, better road, go there;  just be sure to keep writing.  Papers are read and commented upon promptly, with re-writes encouraged.  Please save all papers, copying out drafts on an assigned disk, until you are sure each piece is finished…and maybe longer.

Schedule:
(assignments listed as to be done by the next class meeting)
Aug 30:
Introductions. Handouts.  In class writing



Read:  Thoreau on woodlots, p 104-173  

Write:  A close observation of a natural process within a familiar landscape.  Go there, and write outside, letting the place cue you as to what to say. If you cannot be as accurate as Thoreau is about the names of what he is seeing, notice your losses.  (If your description includes an animal, you might like to look at the squirrel on p. 53.)
Sept 6:

Read the rest of Thoreau on woods  23- 104 and  “Wild Fruits” 177 -202

Write:  an observation on campus, cued by the arboretum markers under our trees    or   a meditation on the quaintness of Thoreau’s interests amidst the current position of ‘wild’ foods in America.
Sept 13:
Read:  Berry, “The Agrarian Basis for an Authentic Culture”  P. 91 – 204
Write:  a discourse upon illness with literary parallels   or    a discourse upon community based in a particular exemplar—the individual factors visible as part of its rise or fall.

Note:   Salman Rushdie appears at the Byham tomorrow night.  412 456 6666 or www.pgharts.org
Sept 20:
Read Berry, p 262 -327  Try to bring the class something that follows the advice in the last chapter.
Write: a food centered piece, with focus on the community-writing importance of the food.

Sept 27:
Read:Dillard, p 11-76
Write:  an intermix of two themes apparently not directly related, as she does with religion and Ecuador.  Let one of your themes be recollection of a time of physical travel or tourism and the other something local approached by direct physical description

Oct 4:

Read Dillard p 77 – 103

Write:  a person centered or event centered experience.  Let the metaphors arise on their own, telling you what the event might (in this telling) be about.

Oct 11:

Read Dillard 104 – 138

Write:  a close-up of a section your own wonder years as in “Lenses” or, if you have the exposure and the scholarship, a discussion of a specific ecology, like the Galapagos section.
Oct 18 : 
 Long Weekend.  No class

Oct 25:

Read:  rest of Dillard, with focus on “God in the Doorway”

Write:  An autobiographical  Hallowe’en story, making sure you identify (probably with the associations and metaphors) the adult voice telling the childhood experience.

Nov 1:

Read Kincaid, p 3 -64.  
Write:  Kincaid is masterly at writing what appear to be a succession of misaligned ideas and then connecting them.  She’s also stunningly direct.  Try writing a piece that begins in a description of wherever you currently live and then branches out into memories of former places.  Don’t worry—at this point—about whether there are any obvious connections.
Nov 8:

Read Kincaid, p 64 – 95
Write:  Experience mediated by specific nouns.  Pick an occasion you have been part of a hate-filled human exchange and see if you can augment the expression of it by tagging it to some concrete items as props.

Nov 15:  
Read Kincaid, p 99 – 124

Write:  polemics.  Write inside out, that is, start with a social condition that frightens or angers you and see if you can involve your discussion of the offense in a softer discussion of things ordinarily seen as pleasant   (rabbits, waterlilies)
Nov 22:
Read;  Kincaid, Part III

Write:  a seasonal weather-diary.  Describe a part of one day in this late November week, and amend it with reverie or imagination as Kincaid does in “spring”
Nov 29:
Read: finish Kincaid
Write:  travel narrative.  No politeness.  Say all the horrid things you want 

to say about the people you’ve traveled with….and then see if you can be equally cruel toward yourself.

Dec 6:

Last class.  Party/Celebration.  Everybody reads.
Attendance Policy:  Chatham has a campus-wide policy that attendance shall be taken and grades docked for excessive absence.  I will circulate and collect a sign-in sheet at each class.  
Academic Dishonesty Policy:

Cheating and Plagiarism

a) Cheating is defined as the attempt, successful or not, to give or obtain aid    and/or information by illicit means in meeting any academic requirements, including examinations.

b) Plagiarism is defined as the use, without proper acknowledgement, of the ideas, phrases, sentences, or larger units of discourse from another writer or speaker.

Students are expected to know and abide by the policy as stated in the college catalogue and student handbook.

Honor Code: Chatham College 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, honesty in all relationship, and consideration for the rights and well being of others.”  Information about the Honor Code is in the Student Handbook 2002-2003
Disability Statement:  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 documented 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.  

Non-registered students policy:  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.
Student Behavior:  Students are expected to arrive prepared and on time, which usually means having read the assigned reading carefully, and to turn in their own writing promptly. In discussion, each student is expected to make a contribution;  all responses are valuable and what we can learn about the dynamics of language is always larger as a group than it was as we each worked singly.  In seminar students are expected to listen and read critically but respectfully to the work of classmates, and to offer honest responses, both verbally and in written form
Course Requirements:  Twelve reading and twelve written assignments; written and verbal responses; sundry in-class writing exercises

Grading:  Letter grades will not appear on regular creative assignments, although they will be read, commented upon and returned promptly, usually by next class.  It is important to remember that in creative work no good comes of measuring one against another, but only self against self. This is an advanced writing class and the supposition is that everyone will take all the assignments seriously and work hard.  If any writing prompt doesn’t work for you, forget it and let your own impulse drive you, but be sure to turn in something every week.  Working regularly is important.  
Measures of Evaluation  The portfolio turned in at the end of class is the measure of what has been accomplished, both for student and instructor.  This is an organized and clean-copy collection of whatever the student is reasonably satisfied with that she has written over the term.   There are no exams and the in-class writings are exercises, not quizzes.

