WRITING ASSIGNMENTS

Winter Quarter, 2008

Do “morning pages” every … morning.

Beyond that, there are three assignments that extend over the quarter and are related to your readings in Style and Artful Sentences.  
The common writing assignments include a reprise of the plagiarism assignment and then some choices among forms of assignments modeled on David James Duncan’s essays.  Also, you will submit one of the letters of editorial commentary you write to a colleague.
Style and Artful Sentences

First, as you read Style, do the exercises.  Keep them in a notebook and bring them with you to all-program meetings and to seminars.  This quarter you will learn to excise empty modifiers.  And you will no longer drool punctuation onto your pages; you will choose your marks with care and clarity.
Second, collect sentences from our common readings and from the other reading you do.  Collect good sentences and bad, at least three each week.  Make the bad ones better.  Use Williams and whatever resources you have at your command.  Admire the good ones.  Then write about them.  Describe how they are put together, show why they work to their own purposes, tell a reader about their beauty.  Bring your “sentence notes” to every class.

Readings from Style and Artful Sentences:  Some of these assignments will be reviews.  However, these are books you study, which requires repeated reading.  

Week 2

Style:  Lesson 7 (now is your chance to expurgate “very” from your writing—now or never); Artful Sentences: Chapter 5

Week 3

Style:  Lesson 8; Artful Sentences: Chapters 6-10, 12

Week 4

Style: Lesson 9; Artful Sentences: Chapter 14

Week 6
Style: Lesson 10-11; Artful Sentences:  Chapter 13

Week 7
Style:  Lesson 12

Week 8
Style:  Appendix on punctuation

Common Writing Assignments.

Plagiarize This!
Use a passage from Duncan or from Torture the Artist.  Plagiarize it.

Good writers participate in the community of writers.  The good ones, consequently, have a rich, broad pool from which to draw not “inspiration” (which is rather airy) but words, sentences, writing.  Jean-Paul Sartre recalls in his autobiography, The Words, how he first became a writer by copying stories from his children’s periodicals.  At first, he just copied them, word for word.  Eventually, slowly, he developed his own style by, say, changing a character’s name or adding details copied from an encyclopedia.  From this childhood experience of being a writer, Jean-Paul, the child, became Sartre, the writer.  You might say that Sartre became the stylist and great writer he did by first “becoming one with” other people’s stories and styles; simply being, while still a child, a writer (and doing so by engaging in a practice that any proper academic would call “plagiarism”) allowed him to become a great, unique stylist.
You will hear often in this program that we intend to “interrupt student habits.”  This assignment tries to interrupt the habit of censoring your impulse just to copy someone else’s work.  We want you to learn to plagiarize, and we want you to learn to do this well.

This assignment works in stages.  

 

During the first stage, you're all attention, seeking out a passage or passages from works you have read that you wish you had written yourself.  (Note: This requires you to pay attention to yourself, your desires, your inclinations as well as texts.)  Once you have selected the text that you covet (“to feel blameworthy desire for that which is another’s,” “to wish for longingly”—AHD), you should spend a lot of time with it, writing it with a pen, re-typing it, maybe many times, until you get the feel of what it might have been like to write it yourself.  Pay attention to words and phrases that come out of your pen easily.  Pay equal attention to those that, perhaps, are not your words and phrases yet but that might become so.

 

During the second stage you write a piece about the passage, identifying stylistic features (sentence structure, syntax, words and word choices, tone, topic) that sum up its technical and aesthetic features and its effects on you as a writer who reads in order to learn and to become a member of the community of writers.

 

During the third stage, you put the passage away—hide it well and allow yourself to visit it only in your imagination. In fact, you won't look at the passage again until after you have completed the entire assignment.  

 

The fourth stage is when you recreate the passage—without looking back at it and taking as many liberties as you like in terms of topic but attempting to preserve elements of style and tone that bear a strong relationship to the original—without being silly about it.  This final iteration should be a real piece of writing that owes a debt to a writer whose work has taught you something about your own craft.  

Finally, set the original passage(s) next to your work.  Admire both.  Have it reviewed by your colleagues and turn it in.

ChooseTWO  from these options.
1.  Two words in which you have faith.  Modeled on “Wonder; Yogi; Gladly.”  You might want to recall Bill’s comments on “Adequatio” last quarter.  Here are two quotations he used:
Augustine on truth: “The first step forward will be to see that the attention is fastened on truth.  Of course faith does not see truth clearly, but it has an eye for it, so to speak, which enables it to see that a thing is true even when it does not see the reason for it.”  Believe so that you may understand.

Lee: “But to be able to know … is to reach a kind of awareness, a kind of experiential knowing quite outside the parameters of a critical intelligence, as this is generally understood in the university today.  One also needs certain graces or gifts. Thinkers in the early Middle Ages were unanimous in recognizing that the perfection of knowledge only occurred through these gifts…  One of the seven gifts they named “understanding.”  Through this grace, one knows, apprehending spiritual goods, subtly penetrating their intimate character.  When one sees sensible reality, one sees into it.  In a pure, piercing vision, one sees … what is there.”

2.  Solve one tricky problem.  You have to lose your self in your writing to do this.  Or so suggests Duncan in “De-bore-HA!”:
How to get presents from an invisible or Heavenly Father down to a deserving but earthbound son?  Solving this difficulty was my literary mission.
Flannery O’Connor said: “No art is sunk in the self, but rather, in art the self becomes self-forgetful in order to meet the demands of the thing and the thing being made.”
3.  One small thing that can be done, in contrast to one great thing (“No Great Things…”).  Describe the great thing you are urged to do, told to do, told must be done.  Describe the one small thing…..
4.  It all depends on how you look at it….  (“Agony and Hilarity”)

5.  One undebatable matter (“Are salmon holy?”): Write a rant.  We are used to essays, more or less genteel considerations, tos-and fros that outline competing positions with an eye to “trying” (essaying) the point toward which the writing aims.  A rant takes a position and rams it home.  (Think of Luther: “Hier steh’.  Ich kan nitch anders.”  “Here I stand, I can do no other.”)  Nothing is debatable, even considerable to the ranter.  A rant cannot be about the author, especially about his or her feelings.  The feelings—feelings of anger and self righteousness and presumptive ultimate vindication—drive the rant.  If the author of a rant wants to be read, he or she must find a way to be invitational, even to those who will inevitably disagree (because a rant does not permit another “side” to be considered).  Invitational, yes, but without giving an inch.  Humor helps.  So does a hammer.  So does generosity of spirit.  For some quickly read examples, see Dave Maleckar’s 100 Word Rants at http://100wordrant.blogspot.com/

6.  Is-ness (“The Only Son”) “…the Bo Tree and the Cross are the same.  I don’t ‘want to believe this.’ I can’t begin not to.”  Americans love action, and we’ve all heard it’s good to put all that action into your verbs.  But Duncan’s sentence calls attention back to those “being verbs.”  They don’t do anything, many think, and so, few think about them.  But “is” has a sensuality of its own.  “Is” indicates a co-mingling.  “Is” can’t take an object and grammar encourages us to remember that “is” links the nominative with another nominative.  Even if one is inclined to say, “It’s me,” something sometimes calls one back to say, “It is I,” as in, “The one you are calling is I, the one speaking; I am here, listening, paying attention, fully engaged by you now.”  If something “is” … something, one has to give up so much: belief, desire, interrogatories, inquiries.  Use “is” with care; using “is” is a commitment.  Your first sentence should be: “_____ is _____.”

Editorial Letter
You will submit one of your many letters of editorial assistance for our review.  Every letter you give to a colleague about his or her work should be a well-considered, well-written response to your colleague’s work.  Give us one to demonstrate that you have cultivated this important competence.
