 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Ancient Stories/Modern Lives

Winter 2004

WORKSHOP:   VIGNETTES


According to the American Heritage Dictionary, the term “vignette” is drawn from art, meaning “an unbordered portrait that shades off into the surrounding color at the edges.”  When applied to writing, it means “a literary sketch having the intimate charm and subtlety attributed to vignette portraits.”  Vignettes are not formal, stodgy, detached, and abstract.  They are informal, suggest spontaneity, embed their subjects in particulars, and are, above all, deeply human.


The introductory chapter in Lawrence Tritle’s From Melos to My Lai, from p. 1 to the top of p. 4, begins with a vignette (or perhaps a series of them) from Tritle’s own experience.  These serve as backdrop, context, engine, motivation, etc., for what Tritle tries to do in the book itself.  


We begin the pursuit of research into the topics raised in Ancient Stories/Modern Lives, not by visiting libraries, websites, reference books, or other funds of knowledge out there in the world.  We begin, rather, as Tritle does.  Of course, you won’t write books.  But you will do the same kind of work as ethically motivated authors who are inspired into research by their own authentic concerns.  We will begin by writing, analyzing, and re-writing vignettes. 


This workshop has two parts.  Part I is done individually; we’ll reconvene for Part II.

Part I. 

1.  (10 minutes)  Read pp. 1-4 from the Introduction to Tritle’s From Melos to My Lai, which is attached to this sheet.  Pay attention to who Tritle is: where he grew up, who his family was, how he came to serve in Vietnam, and how that service changed his life.  Note also what he writes in the last paragraph of the excerpt:  how this backdrop inspired the course entitled “Achilles in Vietnam,” and subsequently the book From Melos to My Lai—his research. 

2.  (30 minutes)  Consider your own purposes for taking this class.  Think about Andrew’s intellectual introduction on Monday.  In the next half hour, write a vignette that provides a portrait, an image, a taste, of the topic you are interested in learning about through research.  If you have difficulty developing a vignette that is concrete, remember that all research projects in the Humanities have to do with real people, living in real places, during particular periods of time.  (Those real people may be artists, or writers, or playwrights, or audiences for the work of the latter, or believers in or lovers of myths.)  Your vignette can be fiction or non-fiction; it can be based on your own experience or on something you’ve heard about through friends, in the news, or from your previous studies.  Show details that will enable your vignette’s reader to say, after she or he reads it, “OK, I have a pretty good idea what you are interested in.”  Feel free to describe sights, sounds, smells, and feelings, recap or invent dialogue, etc.  Use this time to make a first written step into your topic by showing to others your own genuine, authentic interest in something specific.  Be vivid.  See if you can do what Morrison does in Beloved: snatch, yank, and throw the reader into an experience that allows her or him to enter the world that has grabbed your interest.  Cut to the chase.  Write no more than two pages.

3.  Stop writing at 3:45, and we’ll continue with the instructions on the other side of this sheet.  

Part II.

4.  (45 minutes) Assemble in groups of three only.  The workshop will not work well if your groups are larger.  This is not negotiable!


Keep careful track of the time.  You will spend approximately 15 minutes on each person’s vignette.  If you spend more than 15 minutes on any of them, someone will be shortchanged.  Choose one person to go first, and complete the following steps:

a) 

Read your vignette aloud to the other two students.  Read efficiently, which is to say, read so the other students understand the story, but don’t slow down for effect.  Get the vignette out there so you can discuss it.
b) 

Have a conversation for about 10 minutes concentrating on what that vignette seems to be about.  Cut to the chase.  Where’s the pulse in the story?  If the listeners misunderstood the vignette’s central concern, the writer should clarify it.  Try to make your interests as clear and narrow as possible.  Use this time with great care; there isn’t much of it.
c) 

Spend 15 minutes each on the other two vignettes, completing steps a) and b) above.
5.  Reconvene in Lecture Hall 3 at 4:30 to continue.

