Intro to Creative Writing                                  David Gewanter
Office: 309 New North  7-7582   gewanted@georgetown.edu

Office Hours:  TBA.

Required Texts:

Sarajevo Blues, Semezdin Mehmedinovic

Twilight Los Angeles, 1992, Anna Deavere Smith

Running in the Family, Michael Ondaatje

The Cinnamon Peeler’s Wife, Michael Ondaatje

The English Patient, Michael Ondaatje

The English Patient, a Screenplay, Anthony Minghella
and photocopied poems, stories, essays, scripts, which I will supply.
Many xeroxes.  Many drafts.  You will need a sturdy folder for these pages.
Books are available from:

Bridge Street Books, 2814 Pennsylvania Ave. NW (off M St next to Four Seasons Hotel)

Film Screenings in our room:

Twilight Los Angeles, 1992.  TBA


The English Patient.  TBA

            You may also be asked to attend a literary event at GU or in DC.
Officialistic Intro:

This course will introduce you to genres of creative writing by studying and practicing four modes: poetry, fiction, personal prose, and dialogue. We will explore and discuss great models of each of these forms; we will write short pieces of critical prose on selected works; and then we'll try our hand at composing poems, stories, personal essays, and dialogue (for radio).  If scheduling permits, we'll hear craft lectures from the great writers in our Department and DC who produce them. The authors under study include Semezdin Mehmedinovic, Stephen Crane, D.H. Lawrence, Michael Ondaatje, Anna Deavere Smith, and a number of poets. We’ll follow Ondaatje through the genres.  Our course is designed for those who have some experience in studying and writing in at least of these genres.  Please be prepared for intensive research in how each form of writing happens, how it renders human experience, voice, plot, statement, and vision. And be prepared both to experiment with literary forms and to share your draft work with others.

More directly on the course:

The world may have been created from nothing, but we must manage by making new things out of old and pre-existent materials.  Coleridge used a long name for this: the esemplastic imagination.  By this view, we don’t draw pictures on a fully blank page, or invent music from silence; rather, we draw images after looking at things, and we play tunes and lyrics based on remembered music and speech.  (Paul McCartney first thought that the tune of “Yesterday” was some dance-hall song his dad played.)  We may not be Beatle-like, or God-like, but we can learn, copy, imitate, remember, shift, combine, invent…the imaginative actions such as Jasper Johns recommends: take an object; do something to it; then do something else to it.

So my longwinded perspective, and what drives much of this course, is as follows: study models; steal from them; steal from your fellow student-writers; alter the form of the model (text, received language, memory, ‘vision’) into something new.
Written work due for the course:

Creative Work:


You’ll be given short critical or creative assignments, and some “starter material” for your creative compositions; you’ll then compose and revise your drafts with advice from your writing group (3-4 fellow students); I’ll offer you comments as well; then you’ll revise the draft.  At the end of the semester you’ll assemble a portfolio of all your creative work, and revise them further at that time.  Overall:
2-3 new poems

1-2 new short fiction pieces

1-2 new creative non-fiction pieces
1 new ten-minute radio play (written with your group).

“New” indicates that this course is to prompt new work, not to offer a forum for writing that you’ve already done, and now want to submit for critical response.
As we will work on drafts in small writing pods, I will ask you to write helpfully on each other’s drafts, and for you to seek out honest helpful responses from your podmates.  It is crucial that you read and comment on each other’s work—you can make little progress on your own if you don’t.  However, several problems bedevil such a pedagogical-editorial enterprise: the commenter may be too nice (substituting skimpy praise for help), too nasty (defeating the text and its writer), or hesitant-circumspect-“lazy” (won’t comment much on drafts).  Please work hard as an editor—it’s a fast cheap way to learn your craft.

Critical Work:

Beside the short analytic assignments, you’ll have one critical essay due (approx. 6-7 pp), and possibly 1-2 short “performance reviews” of a poetry or fiction reading, or a stage performance.
Overall, it’s a goodly amount of writing and revising.

I won’t be deciding the final grade by a formula, but will try to weigh your best work more heavily, and construct the best profile for your efforts during the term.  

Q und A:

“I have written a little in genre X, not much in Y, and never in Z.”

Ok, we work from what you can do, and then experiment in these other forms.
2.  “I have never written a creative piece.”  or , “I don’t show anyone my work.”

Well, this course assumes some experience in writing, discussing, editing, your own creative works.  Or willingness to try.
3.  “I’ll be traveling.  I’ll miss  _____ classes.”
This course can help you discover new forms, test yourself, get working on loose, half-forgotten, sidelong ideas and tales you’ve harbored, and vaguely tried to work on.  But you need to attend class.  The course will work a bit like a language course: lotsa little things due each class.  (As for your teacher, “Don’t trust his jokes; don’t assume a liberal attitude on this.”)

Further on your teacher: BA, Intellectual History, U. Michigan; MA, English (emphasis in creative writing), U.C. Berkeley; Ph.D., English, U.C. Berkeley.  Taught composition, ran writing and creative writing programs at Harvard; now teaching at Georgetown.  Three books of poems, In the Belly (1997), The Sleep of Reason (2003), and War Bird (forthcoming, Fall 2009), all from U. Chicago Press; co-editor, Robert Lowell: Collected Poems (FSG & Faber, 2003).

Intro to Creative Writing: Tentative Schedule  

David Gewanter

WEEK ONE: Intro, hellos, poems.

The forms of Crane: “The Open Boat” story v. newspaper article.
WEEK TWO: Ondaatje’s Cinnamon Peeler, poems; 9/11 poems


Short analytic assignments #1 (on Montale & Crane) due.

Short analytic assignment #2 (on 9/11 poems) due.

[For assignments & creative writing tasks, see next section.]
WEEK THREE: Ondaatje poems.  Conversation poems.

Assignment #3: “Remember” poem due.

Short analytic assignment #4 (on CP) due.
WEEK FOUR: Ondaatje’s Running in the Family: creative non-fiction (cnf)

Assignment #5: “Conversation” poem due.

Short analytic assignment #6 due.  Revised “Remember” poem due.

Bring in photo for your group.  See Assignment #7 (cnf) for details.
WEEK FIVE: War witness, Sarajevo Blues
Assignment #7: First creative non-fiction draft due.

WEEK SIX: English Patient, novel

Assignment #8: First creative non-fiction final draft due.
Short fictionistic assignment #9 due.
WEEK SEVEN: English Patient, novel

Assignment #10: First fiction draft due.

WEEK EIGHT: Catchup week—rethinking our readings.

Assignment #11: First fiction final draft due.

Short fun dialogue assignment #12 due.
WEEK NINE: English Patient, screenplay & film

Assignment #13: Second cnf or fiction draft due.
Intro to Creative Writing: Tentative Schedule  
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WEEK TEN: English Patient & catchup.

Assignment #14: Second cnf or fiction final draft due.
WEEK ELEVEN: Twilight LA, the text

Analytic assignment #15 (leading to essay #1) due.

Quick assignment #16 due.
WEEK TWELVE: Twilight LA, the film
Assignment #17: First essay due.

Assignment #18: Lampoon poem due.
WEEK THIRTEEN: 


Assignment #19: your revised poem, and either your revised story or cnf is due.
WEEK FOURTEEN: your Radio Play

Assignment #20: Radio Play drafts due.
WEEK FIFTEEN: Radio Play presentations.

Assignment #21: Final portfolios due.
Intro to Creative Writing: Assignments         David Gewanter
N.B.: For the short analytic assignments I don’t ask for formal essays, highfalutin intros, “ever since the dawn of time” openings.  Give straight ahead prose, real reading responses.  And in Times New Roman 12 pt type, 1 inch margins, 2 copies.  For creative works, make enough copies for you, your writing pod, and for me (4-5 copies total).

Assignment #1

Read: Eugenio Montale’s essay, “Second Life of Art” (handout).
Write: what is Montale’s main contention? (1 paragraph).
Read: Stephen Crane’s article, “Sinking…” & short story, “The Open Boat.”

Write: In each of these works, What is the presence of the author?  What is the ‘social scene?  What is the domain/concentration of the narrative?  What are your fave & least fave work, aspect of each work?  Try to answer each question for both works together; don’t do several “Sinking” paragraphs, and then “Boat” paragraphs.  2 pages.

Assignment #2: 9/11
Read: Pinsky packet on 9/11 poems

Write: one page total on best and worst poems in packet.

You should have finished the Cinnamon Peeler book at this point.  Mark your favorite and least favorite poems.

Assignment #3: “Remember” Poem
Write a poem in five beat lines (or mostly five), at least three stanzas.  The poem can draw from your personal, or any experience, but should be written in 3rd person (he, she, they).  Three aspects might push the poem: [she] remembers; [she] doesn’t/no longer remembers; [she] doesn’t wish/cannot remember.  Doesn’t need to be in that order, or to use that phrase prominently, or at all.  But the poem should include at least two lines or phrases from an Ondaatje poem.  Bring in 4-5 copies of poem.

Assignment #4
Read: Cinnamon Peeler.
Write: What different “speaking postures” (i.e., personae, kinds of voice & speaker) do you find in these different poems.  Also: read the first poem, “Letters…” closely: analyze how Ondaatje puts together personal storytelling & figuration (the metaphors, images, references) in this poem. 1-2pp.
Assignment #5: “Conversation” Poem
A “Conversation Poem”; i.e., a poem largely driven by a dramatic dialogue between two voices.  These may be recognizable people, or an internal debate, or a mediation with inserted language, or _____.  Basically, the action and development move with the voice and statement, not so much through a removed narrator.  20 lines minimum.
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Assignment #6
Read Running, pick out and write 2pp. on two sections: one is “Travels in Ceylon, the tunnel episode; one is any other episode except “What We Think of Married Life.”  Revise poem #1 from suggestions by your pod; hand in new version..

Assignment #7
Draft of creative nonfiction piece, 4-5pp.  You have brought a photo or picture or illustration to class today.  Have your pod look at it, ask them each to write out a brief response/narrative to it—which they will hand to you later in class—and then, while you take notes, have a quick discussion about it.  Then, using some models from Tilden, Ondaatje (and you should also read some pages from the book Sarajevo Blues as well), start a cnf piece that does the following (though not in any specific order or format:

that “reads” the photo, its before and after, its behind the scenes.

that engages with a longer narrative, whose link is not biographical, but through a kind of idea, interpretation, metaphor, moment—one that you can articulate directly.
that includes other and possibly contrarian viewpoints, narrators, interlocutors—maybe use some of the materials from your pod’s discussions & notes, or otherwise.

that includes dialogue—maybe from the pod, or otherwise.  Other presences, creators of material, contrarians.

That piece should not be ‘sheer autobiography,’ not just a narrative of personal action.  Maybe not even about you, particularly.  As Norma Tilden says, creative non fiction is never quite your own story; it moves toward essay; and tries to figure something out.

Assignment #8
Revise your cnf using notes and suggestions from your writing pod.

Assignment #9:  first short story, skeleton.

Fiction: Write out the plot-outline, hunch, quick note, or ____, of a story that you will soon write for this class.  You don’t need to know everything about it, but if you could write out a description, teaser, start, the rumor of it, that would be good.   The story cannot be told in first person (“I”) unless the speaker is absolutely not “you.”  So, a story told by a grandma, or a frog, or a 19th century frog posing as a wizened matriarch, etc, is “ok.”  The main speaker is clearly not you.
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Assignment #10:  first short story, fleshy draft.
Without wanting to restrict you, may I demand?  The story should have:

Some real knowledge, facts taken from a book or something.

Specific descriptions, say of food, a device, clothing, clouds, clods, etc

Words & phrases grabbed from ‘your birthday page’ in one of our texts.

The Action should not be in straight chronological order.

Element of distrust in it; not entirely resolved.

Not written in your voice/persona.

Assignment #11: first short story final draft, revised with help from your podmates.

Assignment #12
Write out a ‘further’ & imagined dialogue from The English Patient—of a scene not in the book perhaps; some further conversation they might have…and that would work well in a movie.  (Doesn’t need to be a satire.)  One page max, and get into some material, not just patter.

Assignment #13

Ok, I’m taking a calculated chance here that you have enrolled in this course carrying within you a tale waiting to emerge, and that the manipulations and yokes of prior assignments have instead left you with a (metaphorical) harness-gall.  So I will leave this as an “open” assignment: write four pages of either a short story or a cnf.  (The final draft will be eight pages.)  If this seems too open, let me know: I’ve got a harness aready.
Assignment #14

You’ve written your four pages; you’ve gotten your comments; now you must write all eight pages.  What next?  Do you need to turn the plot around?  Scramble the chronology?  Subplot, anti-hero, memory, fantasy, landscape, better dialogue needed?
Assignment #15

Gather quotes and close readings for your first essay, on the following topic: “Michael Ondaatje: Voice & Sensibility in Three Genres.”  From your notes, and prior analytic assignments (if still relevant and persuasive), please explore and present Ondaatje’s various ‘sensibilities’ (the controlling presence, perspective, language, urgencies, worldview, etc) that you find in the poems, memoir, and fiction.  They need not be easily subsumed under one thesis or metaphor; they may oppose each other; some forms may seem to you less successful than others, for reasons we’d be interested to learn from you.  The essay can present any argument you like…IF supported by quotations and close readings.  Plot summaries, general descriptions, & broad statements are unwelcome here.  Specific observations that you can show in the texts, “a writer’s analysis,” are welcome.  Make sense?  Make sure you ask any questions about this assignment early.
Intro to Creative Writing: Assignments         David Gewanter
Assignment #16

Twilight: Los Angeles is a stunner—the book and the film.  ADS says that all the words are the interviewees: fair enough.  But it is still an edited version insofar as the sequence, titling, lineation, editing, and editing out of material shapes a narrative.  Use one passage from the book (and movie if possible) to study and depict Smith’s writerly work.  What lessons can writers take from her project? 1-2pp.
Assignment #17
First essay due (6-7 pp., Times New Roman 12 point type, 1” margins).
Assignment #18
Write one lampoon poem lampooning some poem (not by a friend/podmate).  Invert, besmirch, satirize, have fun!  Not for grade, just to loosen things/you up.  See poems below for an example.
Assignment #19
Revision: you may have some notes from our workshop discussions, from your own pentimenti/musings, from my scribblings, or you may just be a-twitchin’ with a set of new hunches as to how you can push your drafts ahead.  I ask that you hand in a revised version of at least one poem (with the original version), and also a revised version of one of your prose pieces (plus original version).
Assignment #20
A ten-minute radio play (only voice and sound effects), composed together with your podmates.  Whatever style, enterprise, format that you all can contribute to, fine!  You can check out old (and stoner, but still well-constructed) Firesign Theatre skits, or the excellent radio-plays found on BBC radio websites; or consider a satire, pastiche of earlier forms of stage/screen: detective mystery; romance; kitchen comedy; newsreel; song medley; skits; schtick…what you will.  This assignment won’t be graded: have some fun with ‘collaborative composition,’ the basic method for plays and movies.
Assignment #21
Your final portfolio: 2-3 poems; 1-2 cnf (include drafts); 1-2 stories (include drafts); 1 radio play.  The portfolio should be bound, with a title, cover page, and a table of contents, and also with a short introduction in which you consider: what are these pages aiming to do, what do they stand for?
This is Just to Say


William Carlos Williams

I have eaten

the plums

that were in

the icebox

and which

you were probably

saving

for breakfast

Forgive me

they were delicious

so sweet

and so cold
Variations on a Theme by William Carlos Williams
Kenneth Koch 

1
I chopped down the house that you had been saving to live in next summer. 
I am sorry, but it was morning, and I had nothing to do 
and its wooden beams were so inviting. 

2
We laughed at the hollyhocks together 
and then I sprayed them with lye. 
Forgive me. I simply do not know what I am doing. 

3
I gave away the money that you had been saving to live on for the next ten years. 
The man who asked for it was shabby 
and the firm March wind on the porch was so juicy and cold. 

4
Last evening we went dancing and I broke your leg. 
Forgive me. I was clumsy and 
I wanted you here in the wards, where I am the doctor!
