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ENG 372
Craft of Nonfiction 

TU, 4:45-8 p.m.
Dante Hall Room 221
Instructor:  Rachel Howard






Office: 
E-mail: Rachel.howard@gmail.com
Phone: (415) 307-6943

Office Hours: 3-4 pm TU, and by appointment  

Our Course:

Tony Hoagland writes: “[I]mage is still one of the first poetic skills to awaken in young writers, and the one that gives the greatest immediate gratification.”  And yet, he says: ““[I]t is easy to forget that nobody knows what images are.”
Is an image a visual impression, or something more nebulous?  Can a smell be an image?  A touch?  Why do some images strike deep into our hearts or our nerves and refuse to leave our brains?  And more importantly for us as literary writers, how can we work from image to, as Robert Hass has put it, “come closer to that fabled monster, being” on the page?
A confession: Personally, for many years I was not very interested in the image.  But when a series of epiphanies finally struck I felt like I had tumbled into a new mode of consciousness that entailed both mystical dimensions and practical applications.  The image, it increasingly seems to me, can serve as a prism that focuses and refracts almost every other aspect of craft, leading us to new nuances in point of view and unexpected possibilities of metaphorical connection.  The image can help us find the singular detail that illuminates a whole scene.  And the image can proffer surprising, meaning-making structures. 

Together we will explore what Gaston Bachelard means when he calls the poetic image “a flare-up of being in the imagination.”  We’ll try out new ways of working with the image in our writing, and each come to our personal understanding of what the image is.  As Hoagland writes, “[T]he territory of image [ . . . ] remains perpetually open to new discoveries, new understandings, and practices.”  I’m eager to make new discoveries in the territory of the image with you this semester.
Our Community:

For the next 12 weeks, we are a community of writers seeking to push the boundaries of the work we write, and aiming to support one another in that exploration.  We will read and discuss published work and each other’s writing with equal parts curiosity, passion, and practicality.  We analyze craft and technique as a means to greater freedom.  As the poet Dean Young has said, “We’re here to learn how to create birds, not to make more perfect bird cages.”
Outcomes:

Students will:
· Read literary nonfiction with attention to image, and to the idea of image as a prism which refracts other craft choices;
· Strengthen skill in reading as writers through the writing of craft annotations;
· Create original work using the seminar’s theme as a means for experimentation;
· Share original work in class;
· Refine their personal aesthetic sensibilities; 
· Inseparable from the above, develop an increased awareness of the unique truth about the world we each have to share, and develop an understanding of the subjects and themes we are individually called to explore.
Required Texts:
· The Poetics of Space, by Gaston Bachelard
· The Life of Images, by Charles Simic

· Bluets, by Maggie Nelson

· The Lover, by Marguerite Duras

· Additional readings in the form of handouts
Please purchase or borrow paper books, rather than buying the books on an e-reader.
Course Requirements:
Annotations:  As teacher and Maps of the Imagination author Peter Turchi writes, “An annotation is a brief analysis of a piece of writing intended to help the writer learn about some aspect of craft. Annotations are meant to be practical; they should be written from a writer’s perspective, and they should directly serve the development of your own work.”

In this class we will write six annotations, each fairly informal but keenly focused on one craft aspect and one passage from our reading.  The annotations can be very short, between two and four pages long.  I think you’ll be surprised by how pleasurable and illuminating the annotation can be once you get the hang of it.  I will hand out samples and a guide and discuss this in full in our early classes.  If one of your annotations is not accepted, I will discuss the annotation with you, and you may rework the annotation for credit.  You should aim to turn in an annotation every other week.  If you’d like to turn them in more frequently and finish this requirement early, that is very welcome!  You must turn in at least three accepted annotations within the first six weeks of our course to pass.
Discussion Contribution/Annotation Ideas:  You should be prepared to contribute one or two observations on the craft and technique choices you see in our readings to each discussion.  Your contribution could be any issue, question, or craft point that was on your mind as you read—the more you can also point us to the particular passages that triggered your thoughts, the better for all of us.  You need not aim to impress me or the class; bring up something that honestly interests or intrigues or excites or befuddles you.  That said, your contributions should not be frivolous or shallow.  The best way to formulate your craft discussion contribution may be to keep in mind elements you found notable enough in the text to possibly pursue as the topic of an annotation.  This way, you’ll not only have a substantive contribution to class discussion, you’ll also have a growing list of annotation ideas.
In-Class Writing:  We will try out in-class writing exercises at nearly every class session.
Informal Workshop Creative Submission:  You will develop one in-class exercise to share with the class for feedback on your designated informal workshop day.  This piece may be as short as you like, or as long as 2,000 words.  Please bring hard copies for everyone in class to read along as you read the piece aloud.  I have a certain structure that I find works well for live feedback, which I think you’ll find simple, helpful, and fun.  Everyone’s place in the workshop schedule will be decided by drawing names from a hat.
One-on-One Creative Submission:  You will develop one other in-class exercise to share with me for one-on-one feedback during the last month of our course.  I’ll also draw names from a hat to determine the due date of your one-on-one piece.  This piece can be as long as 5,000 words.  Essay, memoir, indeterminate or experimental genre: all kinds of nonfiction writing are welcome.
Important Policies and Reminders:
Attendance:  Life brings difficult circumstances: close family members die, homes are burglarized, a spouse or partner enters the hospital.  If something of this magnitude happens to you, please come talk to me; we may be able to keep you up-to-date with class during an absence, or arrange an appropriate clemency.  Outside of such serious emergencies, missing more than two classes will result in failing the course.
Formatting:  All annotations and creative work should be typed using double-spacing and an easily legible 12-point font.  Please number your pages.  
Academic Integrity:  Developing an individual voice in creative writing involves a great deal of active imitation and subconscious influence.  Still, all writing you submit for this course is assumed to be your own. If you are concerned that what you write might owe more than inspiration and influence to another source, acknowledge that debt after the title or in a footnote (such as *After Ovid).  If you are knowingly imitating a passage from one of your model writers, note the source.  Willful lack of academic integrity (cheating or plagiarism) will result in failure of the course. 
Special Learning Needs

If you believe you have learning needs that will require special accommodation, please see me and also contact the Student Disability Services Coordinator at (925) 631-4164 within the first week of class.  Additional information regarding special services may be found at www.stmarys-ca.edu/academics/academic-advising-and-achievement/student-disability-services.html.
Email: I will send notices of any changes to the reading schedule via weekly email on Thursdays.  Please be sure to read emailed updates so that we’ll all be on the same page and ready to go at every class. 
Schedule
Week 1:  Hoagland, “Three Quick Studies of the Image;” Joan Didion, “Georgia O’Keeffe” and “Many Mansions;” Stephen Kuusisto, “Night Song.”  (Handouts.)
Week 2:  Hoagland, “Altitudes: A Homemade Taxonomy;” Annie Dillard, “Living Like Weasels.” (Handouts.)
Week 3:  The Poetics of Space, Introduction and “The House.”  Simic, pp. 1-26.  Informal workshop, two writers.
Week 4:  Bachelard, “House and Universe.”  Maggie Nelson, Bluets.  Informal workshop, two writers.
Week 5:  Bachelard, “Drawers, Chests and Wardrobes.”  Maggie Nelson, Bluets.  Informal workshop, two writers.
Week 6:  Bachelard, “Nests.”  Simic, pp. 29-72.  Informal workshop, two writers.
Week 7:  Bachelard, “Shells.”  Simic, pp. 75-130.  Informal workshop, two writers.
Week 8:  Bachelard, “Corners.”  Marguerite Duras, The Lover.  Informal workshop, two writers.
Week 9:  Bachelard, “Miniature and Intimate Immensity.”  Marguerite Duras, The Lover.  Informal workshop, two writers.
Week 10:  Bachelard, “The Dialectics of Outside and Inside.”  Simic, 133-240.  Informal workshop, one writer.
Week 11: Conferences

Week 12:  Bachelard, “The Phenomenology of Roundness.”  Simic, to end.

