Seminar Assignment for Weeks 2, 3, 7, 8 & 10

Seminar Paper  #’s 1, 2, 5, 6 & 8: Mystery Novels and Short Stories

(Due respective weeks at the start of seminar--see syllabus for dates)

The seminar paper not only shows us that you read the material for class, but that you thought about what you read. We are not interested in a re-cap of the material, a book report per se. Nor are we interested in an interpretive paper in which you analyze the characters and their motivations. We are interested in what you have learned about writing itself. That is why we are reading texts— so that we might improve our own writing skills by observing how others have succeeded. To this end, we are not interested in responses which are only negative, which find little of value in the texts. We don’t ask that you like the texts, only that you can learn something from them; you do not have to love the body to perform a good autopsy. If, for example, you really can’t stand a text, then tell us what about its language or plot or approach is so disagreeable and how you would avoid this in your writing. 

We are also interested in a clear and concise explanation of how your writing will now change as a result of reading the text. For example, after reading Jan Burke’s Bones, you might note that the story drags after the first hundred pages because the killer goes into hiding and the detectives focus too much on their personal lives and emotions. You might then discuss how you’ve been having problems retaining the tension in your stories after the first scene, and one possible solution is to have the detective find more clues. 

The response paper needs only to be one page. Again, you don’t need to re-tell the events of the text, but do use supporting details from the text to illustrate your observation. Example: Reichs does a good job describing her scenes (especially when finding the body in the burnt house) but she goes overboard when describing seemingly everything, like driving home after the fire or what she ate for dinner. 

We will collect your response papers in seminar. If you are not in seminar class, you may email your response paper to us, provided it is emailed the day of seminar (or earlier). We will not accept late papers. Students who miss seminar class and/or do not hand in seminar papers may lose credit. 

Sample seminar response paper for mystery stories/novels

I really liked Poe’s piece because I thought the language was rich and descriptive. His clues were also unique, like the detail about the window appearing to be locked, but wasn’t really. I liked all the witness testimony following the murder, and I wondered how it would all be used. Poe goes on and one with almost a dozen people’s testimony, and after a bit, I thought this would be hard to keep straight, but then everyone was sort of saying the same thing. So I’m trying to figure out who is contradicting who, and put all the pieces together, but then I find it’s not even important. He could have cut all that. What purpose did it have? The hero just goes in the next day and looks around and figures everything out, and it didn’t matter what anyone else might have seen. So why do I have to read pages of unnecessary stuff? I think he was trying to show how brilliant the detective was because he figured it out whereas no one else did. All this reminds me that I have to make sure all my details are relevant to my story and don’t seem a waste afterwards. It makes me think of how details are always necessary—I like to describe places and people because I think this makes a better story—but then, I don’t  want the reader thinking that the weather or the shutters on some old house is significant because I happen to describe them to create a mood. I guess it comes down to how the reader is led to believe that the details are significant. I think there’s a fine line between describing something to create a mood versus describing something because it carries a clue which will later become significant. 

I also thought the opening to the story was a bit strange—he spends five pages talking about chess and being analytical before getting to the story. That bothered me at first because I wanted to get to the mystery. But then I started to enjoy how he was establishing the detective’s mindset. This beginning reminds me there’s more than one way to tell a story. I think I might try something like this in which I give the detective’s commentary before getting into the story.

THE READINGS

 Selected readings from The Best American Mystery Stories of the Century (ed. Hillerman):

Week 2:

Editors' Forward and Introduction

The Parker Shot Gun, Grafton

A Retrieved Reformation, O. Henry

The Problem of Cell 13, Futrelle

Week 3:

The Adventure of the President's Half Disme, Ellery Queen

The Comforts of Home, O'Connor

A Jury of Her Peers, Glaspell

An Error in Chemistry, Faulkner

Week 8:

Paul's Case, Cather

Poachers, Franklin

Do with Me What You Will, Oates

The Baby in the Icebox, Cain

Week 10:

Three-Dot Po, Paretsky

The Catbird Seat, Thurber

The Whimper of Whipped Dogs, Ellison

Too Many Crooks, Westlake

Week 7:

Post Mortem by Patricia Cornwell
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