SYLLABUS:  READING FICTION FOR CRAFT, ENGL 134
Michael Cunningham, Spring 2018
In this course, we’ll examine the various aspects of craft employed by writers of fiction.  You might say that if most literature classes focus on why we value writers ranging from James Joyce to Flannery O’Connor, this class is devoted to discussing the ways in which Joyce, O’Connor, and many others achieved their effects, using only ink, paper, and the words in the dictionary – humble and common materials, available to anyone, but rendered potent and unprecedented by writers who combined them in very particular ways.

Although any good story involves characters, voice, structure, and etc., we’ll concentrate, each week, on a single aspect of craft in the stories we’ve read.

How, for instance, did Joyce structure the story “Araby?”  How did O’Connor develop the vivid and believable characters in “Good Country People?”

We’ll be performing writing exercises as well, for much of the semester, and during the final weeks you’ll be asked, simply, to write a story of your own, using what you’ve learned about craft.

With regrets, I’ve confined the reading list to stories written in English, which of course eliminates a great deal of significant world literature.  I’d rather, however, that we read and discuss the stories without wondering over the quality of their translations.

There is no text for this course – our reading is sufficiently wide-ranging that you’d have to buy at least a dozen books.  The readings will be posted each week.

Further details…

Writing assignments.  Starting on week three, you’ll be doing various writing exercises, each geared to that week’s topic.  They’re generally brief.  All the more reason for me to expect your exercises to be well thought out, to clearly demonstrate your understanding of the topic at hand.  Please don’t dash them off at the last minute.

Conferences.  My official conference hours are from 10 a.m. to noon on Thursdays, but other arrangements can be made.  Please feel free to schedule a conference whenever, on just about any topic of concern.

You can email me with questions, as well.  Do let me know, via email, if you’re having trouble with any of the writing assignments, including the complete story you’ll be preparing for the end of the semester.  Writing is very much about process, and I suspect you’ll learn more if I help you through the process as you go.  Don’t hesitate to contact me if you don’t know where to begin, if you’ve started but don’t know how to proceed, or whatever.

Grading.  Grading is slightly tricky for a course like this, in which so much of the work is creative.  The grading problem isn’t much helped by the fact that you have not necessarily applied on the basis of your creative abilities.  This course is open to a wide range of students, including those who want to try something (like writing) for the first time.

I’d frankly prefer to eschew grades entirely.

That isn’t possible, nor is it possible for me to give A’s across the board.  However.  I steadfastly refuse to grade your assignments, or the complete stories you’ll be writing at the semester’s end.  That would simply be antithetical to the creative process.

As I’ve said, I do expect your written work to be carefully executed.  You should write with your whole hearts, and attend class prepared to engage in informed, incisive conversation about the reading assignments. 

Your participation in discussions is important.  I make a serious effort to call on as many different members as possible.  If you find yourself having trouble speaking out, please talk to me about it.  
I do want to emphasize this.  It matters considerably that you be a contributing member of the group.  I understand that some people feel more comfortable speaking out than do others, but (again) if you find yourself hampered by shyness, please tell me about it, sooner as opposed to later in the semester.

NOTE:  The assignments listed each week, both the readings and the writing exercises, are meant to be prepared for the following week.  For instance, the readings assigned on Week 1 (“Introduction”) are intended for discussion on Week 2 (“Brief History of Fiction”), and etc.

Week 1

Introduction.  We will discuss the most basic (and, surprisingly, least often asked) questions about fiction, including:  What is fiction?  What is its role in the world?  What do we hope to accomplish with it?  For whom is it intended?

NOTE:  Although in most cases you’re welcome to read the assigned stories in whatever order you like, please read the stories for next week in the order in which they’re listed.

Reading assignment:  “Young Goodman Brown” by Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Paul’s Case” by Willa Cather, “The Snows of Mount Kilimanjaro” by Ernest Hemingway, “Lightning” by Donald Barthelme.

Week 2

A Brief History of American and English Fiction.  We’ll discuss how fiction has evolved from its earliest beginnings to the present day.  We’ll examine the changes we see in the stories by Hawthorne, Cather, Hemingway, and Barthelme, which span almost 175 years.

Reading assignment:  “Araby” by James Joyce, “The Bear” by William Faulkner, “It Had Wings” by Allan Gurganus, “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” by Ursula K. Le Guin.

Week 3

The Rules.  We will look at the rules fiction is traditionally meant to follow, in terms of its structure, voice, character development, etc.  We will also look at ways in which three writers have obeyed these rules, stretched them, or broken them entirely, whether or not they got away with it, and how they did so.

Reading assignment:  “The Shawl” by Cynthia Ozick, “Fat” by Raymond Carver, “Birthmates” by Gish Jen.

Week 4

NOTE:  As of Week 4, we continue reading and start submitting writing exercises, as well.  Particulars regarding the writing exercises will be conveyed during the class’s first meeting.

Seeing and Selecting.  If there is one rule that applies to fiction more generally than any other, it is that good writing begins with careful observation of the physical world.  We will focus on looking at the world and its people in ways that are fresh and true, and selecting the details that most economically convey what we see.  We will discuss the central, as well as the secondary, images in the stories by Ozick, Carver, and Jen.  How have these writers chosen specific details to move their stories forward, and give them their meaning?  What have they chosen to omit, and why?

Reading assignment:  “Girl” by Jamaica Kincaid, Blood Meridian, opening paragraph, by Cormac McCarthy, “A Haunted House” by Virginia Woolf.
Note:  Please read only the first paragraph of the Cormac McCarthy.

Writing assignment:  Write a brief description centered on a single, resonant image.

Week 5

Voice.  Most of the fiction we revere is told in a voice that is immediately identifiable as the author’s own.  A sentence by Jane Austen is not only easy to spot, it is also so different from a sentence by William Faulkner or Ray Carver that all three might have been written in different languages entirely.  We’ll discuss ways in which the writer finds and develops a voice that is uniquely his or her own, looking at the distinct, and disparate, voices employed by Kincaid, McCarthy, and Woolf.
Reading assignment:  “Apollo” by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, “Terrific Mother” by Lorrie Moore, “You Better Come” by Justin Torres.

Writing assignment:  Write a short passage using the strongest, most evocative voice you can imagine.  You will of course include a treasure trove of evocative and carefully-chosen details as well.

Week 6

Character.  It’s difficult (though not impossible) to imagine a good story that does not involve at least one complex, compelling character who changes in some way as the story progresses.  We’ll discuss ways in which the writer establishes characters in his or her mind, and the ways in which character is revealed, deepened, and altered as the story progresses.  How have Adichie, Moore, and Torres built their characters?  How have they employed dialog, if at all?  What do we know about them by the stories’ ends, and how have the writers made their characters matter to us?

Reading assignment:  “Good Country People” by Flannery O’Connor, “The Country Husband” by John Cheever, “Pastoralia” by George Saunders.

Writing assignment:  Write a brief character sketch, in which you present a character so complex and compelling that the reader wants to know more.  Do so in a strong, idiosyncratic voice, and incorporate magical, revelatory details.  You choose whether to write it in the first, second, or third person.
Week 7

Structure.  Given that we have a voice, a body of characters, and other fundamentals, how do we organize them into a story?  How do we edit, arrange, and build our material so as to produce a narrative that will prove compelling, cogent, logical, and surprising?  How have O’Connor, Cheever, and Saunders built their stories from beginning to end; how have they ordered the information the reader receives?  Why did they structure their stories as they did?

Reading assignment:  “Ravalushan” by Mohammed Naseehu Ali, “The Way We Live Now” by Susan Sontag, and Chapter One of The Pale King by David Foster Wallace.

Writing assignment:  Plan a story, given certain crucial elements of information and emotion that must be conveyed.  Think about how your story would best be structured.

Week 8

Setting.  It could be argued that what matters most in any work of fiction is structure, character, and voice.  Any story that has managed those three fundamental elements with grace and insight is well on its way.  There are, however, a number of other important elements, as well.

I’m calling this week’s section “Setting,” because place and time usually have a great deal to do with a story’s larger meaning. Most (but not all) of the stories we’ve read so far would have been dramatically altered if set in a different time, or place.

However.

A number of authors leave the settings, and even the time period, of their stories intentionally ambiguous, if ambiguity deepens or broadens them.  Some stories are more universal if they’re set in an unspecified time and/or place.  For this week we’ll read some stories that rely heavily on their settings, and stories that don’t.

This is also a good week to discuss several other elements of the craft of fiction.

Tone.  What is the mood we hope to convey?  Is it fundamentally comic, tragic, some combination of the two, or something else entirely?  How do we establish, in our own minds, the overall tone of the tale we’re starting to tell, and how do we convey that tone from the very beginning?

Point of view.  Does the story in question want to be told in the first person, the third person, or from some other point of view?  Does it want to be omniscient, or centered in one or more characters?  How do we make that decision?

Tense.  Does the story in question want to be told in the past, present, or future tense, or in some combination of two or all three?  How do we decide?

We will look at the choices made by Foster Wallace, Ali, Torres, Moore, and Sontag.  Why is each of these stories told in a particular tense, from a particular point of view?  How are their tones, which range from the comic to the tragic, conveyed and maintained? 

Reading assignment:  “The Emerald Light in the Air” by Donald Antrim, “In the Gloaming” by Alice Elliott Dark, “Work” by Denis Johnson. 
Writing assignment:  Briefly describe a place in which a murder has been committed.  Convey a powerful sense of mood, by means of setting and/or tone and/or point of view, but do not mention the murder.

Week 9

Beginnings and endings.  How do we open our narratives so compellingly that the reader has no choice but to read on?  How do we finish them so that they constitute complete dramatic actions, which satisfy the demands we’ve set up?  How do we move toward the ending from the opening sentence?  How do we know where, and how, to “land” a story?

We’ll discuss the Antrim, Dark, and Johnson stories in terms of their beginnings and endings.  How has each writer opened his or her story, and how has each writer ended it in a way that feels surprising but not arbitrary?

There is no writing assignment this week.

Weeks 10 through 13

For the final third of the semester, we more or less turn into a writing workshop.  You are (rather suddenly, I admit) free to write any story you like.  Your stories should reflect every element of craft we’ve discussed during the first two-thirds of the semester.  They should be carefully-observed.  They should be told in a strong voice.  They should involve complex, believable characters.  Etc.

We’ll discuss your stories, with the same thoroughness and attention to particulars we’ve brought to the discussion of published work.  The submissions schedule will be announced shortly.
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