English 405: Special Topics in Creative Writing: Music as Muse
RB 291, W, 6:30 – 9:10
Dr. Matt Mullins / mbmullins@bsu.edu
(Virtual Office Hours W: 1:00-4:00 and in person by appointment) 

COURSE DESCRIPTION:

English 405 is a special topics multi-genre workshop in creative writing. In this section of 405 our overall topic will be “music as muse” and students will be writing and workshopping “musically inspired” work in the three core genres of creative writing (creative nonfiction, poetry, and fiction – with an option for screenwriting, where appropriate). To this end, students will workshop three pieces of creative writing (one in each genre), complete various take-home writing assignments, engage in in-class writing exercises, read/discuss the work of established writers considered from the perspective of craft, give a final presentation based on the book of their choice from Bloomsbury’s 33 1/3 book series, and submit a final portfolio consisting of one piece of revised work from each genre (3 pieces total), which they can select from any of their assignments or the material they workshopped over the semester. 

Overall, this course is designed to give students the opportunity to hone their skills in the three core genres of creative writing while using the idea of music as the central focus of their inspiration. Within these three genres students will have a good amount of freedom and flexibility of approach toward their writing. The core requirements are that they write in each genre and that the writing they submit to workshop and approach in their other assignments must in some way be inspired by or connected to the idea of music and/or a given musician or group. The genres of music and musicians/groups they choose to take their inspiration from are entirely up to them. 

REQUIRED TEXTS/MATERIALS:  

· How to Write about Music: Excerpts from the 33 1/3 Series, ed. Mark Woodworth and Ally-Jane Grossan

· Your choice of any title from the 33 1/3 book series.  This book will be the focus of your final presentation as well as a number of your other assignments over the semester.  More on your final presentation later in this syllabus.  The link to the list of books in the series is here:  https://www.bloomsbury.com/us/series/33-13/. I recommend you find the title that interests you at that link then purchase the book from Amazon.  You’ll want to do this as soon as possible. 

· NOTE:  You will also be reading a good amount poetry, creative nonfiction, and fiction that I supply through our Canvas site in the form of weblinks and PDF documents.  These readings will include excerpts from Bob Dylan’s The Philosophy of Modern Song, Hanif Abdurraqib’s They Can’t Kill Us Until They Kill Us, David Wojahn’s Mystery Train, and Debra Marquart’s The Hunger Bone: Rock & Roll Stories, etc. Although I am not requiring these books, I highly recommend you buy them on your own.  All four are excellent books that belong in any book collection – especially if you’re into music.

TOPICAL BACKGROUND: 

There is a long tradition intertwining literature and music. Clearly, poetry (and I would posit language itself) is innately sonic/musical and the connections between poetry and music stretch back thousands of years. The term lyric poetry comes directly from the fact that ancient poetry was often performed to the music of a lyre. (Most scholars agree that Homer’s epic poems The Odyssey and The Iliad were sung to the accompaniment of a lyre as were the shorter lyric poems of Sappho and others.)  In a more modern context, there are countless examples of poetry performed to music and what can also be considered musically “ekphrastic” poetry (i.e., poetry that in some way purposefully comments on or incorporates a work of art – or in this case comments on or is specifically inspired by a given piece of music or musician/band/ensemble). 

In terms of creative nonfiction, there is the music “criticism and commentary” of the last few hundred years (i.e., scholarly works that consider music, reviews of performances and recordings, artist profiles/interviews, social commentary connected to music and musical trends, scenes, etc.; that is, everything from scholarly analysis of music to the kind of writing you find in Rolling Stone, and Spin and Creem by writers like Lester Bangs, Ben Fong Tores, Greil Marcus, etc.), as well as contemporary “literary” forms that use the writer’s connections to and thoughts about music to inform pieces that explore a more personal type of territory. Many of the essays in Hanif Abdurraqib’s They Can’t Kill Us Until They Kill Us are prime examples of what I mean.

Finally, there is the influence of music on fictional/narrative storytelling – stories that feature musicians as characters or are otherwise set or constructed or themed in ways that bring in the idea of music and/or musicians as central elements of their telling. There are countless examples of such fiction in both the short and long form.

Students will have the opportunity and flexibility to explore much of this territory across the genres with their writing over the course of the semester. 

COURSE STRUCTURE:

In general, this course is divided into three units (creative nonfiction, poetry, fiction/screenwriting) each with a similar structure. Among other things, the first half of each unit will focus on reading and discussing professional examples of the writing in that particular genre as students engage in exercises and assignments that help them develop their work. The second half of each unit involves workshopping student writing from that genre. The writing students submit for workshop can evolve from one of their exercises/assignments for that unit or can be developed independently from those assignments. 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS:

OVERALL

· Students will be given take home and in-class writing exercises with specific due dates to help them explore the idea of music as muse and develop their workshop submissions.
· Students will read and comment in class and via discussion board on course materials.
· Students will be asked to submit writing for workshops by deadline. 
· Students will be asked to write and submit written critiques of their classmates’ workshop submissions and to comment in class on those submissions during workshop.
· Students will be asked to give a 10-15 minute presentation/creative reading on the 33 1/3 title of their choice during class at the end of the semester (our last two class meetings)
· Students will be asked to submit a final portfolio consisting of 3 revised pieces of creative writing (one from each genre) along with a revision statement/reflection discussing their strategy for revision as related to one or more of those three portfolio pieces.

The specific due dates for all the assignments are in the Canvas Module containing that assignment.  They’re also located in the assignment section of Canvas. Due dates for all major assignments are also in the Important Due Dates Document on our Canvas site.  

WORKSHOP

As mentioned, there will be three rounds of workshop in this course, one for each genre: Round A (CNF), Round B (Poetry), C (Fiction/Screenplay). Each student will have the opportunity to workshop one piece in each genre. All students will submit their workshop pieces for a given genre on the same date. For example, all the poems for the poetry workshops will be due on the same day.  Once you’ve all turned them in, I’ll then spread them out across the four poetry workshops and we will workshop them over the following class periods.

CNF and Fiction/Screenplay workshop submissions can range from flash (1 page) to slightly longer works (up to 10 double spaced pages, or 10 pages of screenplay).  Poetry submissions will generally consist of one poem of up to two pages. We will discuss roughly four pieces of student work during a given workshop/class session. Because we meet once a week and I divide that one meeting up into two class sessions (Part 1 and Part 2) this means we will workshop roughly 8 pieces per week.

A note on the screenwriting option in this course:  For the fiction workshop module any student who has taken English 310 and has a basic understanding of screenplay format and style has the option to write and workshop EITHER prose fiction OR screenplay of up to ten pages. 

Each individual workshop within a given module (CNF, poetry, fiction/screenplay) will have its own Canvas Module.  In the days leading up to a given workshop, students will go to that particular workshop module (the CNF Workshop 1 module for example), download the three to four pieces for that particular workshop from the workshop submission board, read them, create a single word document containing their thoughts/constructive criticism for those pieces then post that critique document back to the same board where they downloaded the work before we discuss that work in class.  

FINAL PRESENTATION/FINAL PORTFOLIO:

During our last two class meetings each student will give a 10-15 minute presentation on the 33 1/3 title they selected for the semester. This presentation will consist of three elements: 1) a general overview of the musician or band and why that particular album is considered important, 2) a “review” (analysis/critique) of the book and the author’s approach to it, and 3) a reading of a short piece of their own creative writing somehow inspired by their chosen 33 1/3 book (i.e., a reading of an original poem or a piece of flash creative nonfiction/fiction or an excerpt from a longer piece somehow inspired by/connected to the musician/band/album featured in that book).  An assignment sheet giving all the specifics of the presentation/reading will be provided well in advance.

For their final portfolio students will submit three revised/polished examples of what they feel are their most compelling pieces of writing from the semester (one piece from each genre) along with a revision statement focused on at least one of those three pieces that lays out the strategies and reasoning behind their revisions to that particular piece. These portfolio pieces can be taken from any of the semester’s assignments or the student’s workshop submissions.

GRADING AND POLICIES:

I want this course to be a fun and enlightening experience that enables you to further explore writing in the three core genres of creative writing through actual or potential connections between music and your own work.  I do not want the focus to be on grades. Therefore, grading in this course is not based on “talent” or the subjective notion of what is “good” or “bad” in terms of your writing and your creativity. I will be grading you based on the depth of your effort, the thoughtfulness of your work, and your level of responsibility and student professionalism (i.e., your ability to turn in work done to the best of your ability by deadline).  In my opinion, one of the best ways to create this atmosphere and achieve this goal is through Contract Grading. To that end, you will be able to choose your level of involvement in this course by contracting for the grade you are willing to work toward. 

For those unfamiliar with contract grading, you essentially pick, at the start of the semester, the final grade you are willing to work toward in the course, and you sign a contract agreeing to do what is required to meet that grade. At the end of the semester, as long as we both agree that you have met the criteria for your chosen grade as outlined in the contract, you will get that grade. NOTE: if you go above and beyond the criteria for your chosen grade you can potentially receive a higher grade. If you don’t meet the criteria for your grade, you’ll get the grade that corresponds to the criteria you did meet. All the specifics of your grade contract are in the grade contract document on our Canvas site.  Please sign and return that contract to me (via Canvas) by its assigned due date.

Because we’ll be using contract grading for this course, all assignments are worth a single point. This single point denotes that you completed the assignment, followed the assignment instructions, turned the assignment in on time, and did the assignment with the level of effort you have agreed to put forth according to the grade you have contracted for in your grade contract. If you receive less than the single point on an assignment (0 or .5 for example) it indicates that you potentially didn’t fully complete the assignment or didn’t fully follow the instructions or didn’t turn the assignment in on time or didn’t give the assignment a level of effort consistent with the grade you contracted for in your grade contract. Keep in mind that overall, I understand life often gets in the way, things come up, etc.  Feel free to contact me whenever this is the case, and we will get any complications you’re facing in relation to a given assignment or the class sorted out. 

NOTE:  The two exceptions to the above are the final presentation and the final portfolio, which will each be worth five points. Because your presentation/reading is a long-term project you will have been working on (or should have been working on) over the course of the semester, I’m going to hold you to a higher standard in terms of the grade you contracted for versus the quality of your presentation. Likewise, your portfolio is the culmination of your creative writing for the semester.  You’ll pick what you feel is your strongest piece from each genre (CNF, Fiction, Poetry) polish each of them up and turn them in as your portfolio.  You’ll also write a revision statement for one of those three pieces that discusses your reasoning and your process for that revision. Don’t be daunted by either of these assignments. If you complete them in good faith with full effort, you’ll do well. If you cobble them together at the last minute, I’m going to be able to tell.  Nailing these is the kind of thing that can potentially turn a final grade of B into a B+ or an A- into an A.  Giving minimal effort can potentially turn a B into a B- or an A into an A-.

ATTENDANCE:

Because this is an evening class meeting once weekly, we only meet 17 times this semester (this includes finals week). Therefore, I will adhere to the standard English Department attendance policy, which allows for ONE unexcused absence for courses meeting only once weekly before absences potentially impact a student’s grade. Being that we meet such a limited number of times it’s really important that students keep their absences to a minimum.  If you need to miss an extended amount of class due to illness or other potentially justifiable personal reasons, bring the matter to me and we’ll discuss your options.  

Unexcused Absences potentially impact a student’s grade as follows:

· 1 absence: No impact
· 2-3 absences: Highest possible grade of B+
· 4-5 absences: Highest possible grade of C+
· 6 or more absences: Highest possible grade of D to F

How Weekly classes will be handled:

In general, I treat this one longer class period as two class periods in a row, one after the other with a fifteen minute break in between.  As you’ll see on our Canvas Site, each weekly meeting is divided into two parts, Part 1 and Part 2.  Typically, each part will be an hour and fifteen minutes long (6:30 to 7:45, and 8:00 to 9:10) with a fifteen-minute break in between. So, this is one way to think about the course structure and the mindset you want to take with you into our longer evening class: It’s two classes in a row on the same topic separated by the 15 minutes you typically have to get from one classroom to another whenever you have back-to-back courses.

How assignments are evaluated:  

The evaluation of much of the work in a creative writing course is subjective.  Obviously, not all poems or short stories or pieces of creative nonfiction are created equal, but when it comes to discussing why, assessment tends to be based on literary tradition, historical context, and theories of aesthetics, as well as the complexity/value of the ideas at the heart of the writing and the intelligence/disposition and skill of the writer (much of which have to do with practice/experience). 

You are emerging writers trying out your ideas and learning your craft. It’s not productive to pin the weight of all the above onto your work in terms of a “grade.” Therefore, in a creative writing workshop, I evaluate student work in all areas both objectively and subjectively.  Objectively: student professionalism. Did the student turn in the assignment by deadline and clearly fulfill all the assignment requirements? Did the student follow the instructions, avoid obvious errors (typos, grammar, etc.) and clearly show they care about the quality of their work? Does the work in some way demonstrate genuine effort on their part, or does it appear to be rushed/dashed off?  Subjectively: the level of artistic endeavor.  Do I see the student reaching, pushing themselves, going for something compelling? What is the level of inventiveness, originality, and complexity of idea in the work?  In general, if you give your work your full effort, fulfill all the requirements of a given assignment and turn it in on time, you’re going to do well. 

Workshop Submissions: submitting your workshop pieces by deadline and giving the writing your full effort is the best way to do well here. As I mention above, I always keep in mind that most of you are at the relative beginning of your creative writing lives and that the work you’re submitting are first drafts and are therefore works in progress. My goal is always to encourage you and help you improve your writing. First drafts are rough drafts, and that’s as it should be.

Workshop Critiques/Coverage: Even when they’re taking notes (which they should!) it’s very hard for a writer to absorb everyone’s verbal comments in the context of a face-to-face workshop.  This is why critique sheets written by their peers are important. They give the writer something to reflect on in solitude after the more intense experience of having their work publicly discussed.  To that end I’d like students to be thoughtful, thorough, and always constructive in their critiques of each other’s work.  By constructive criticism I mean the following:  1) Discuss both what is working well and what could use work. 2) Be specific.  I liked this or I didn’t like that isn’t of much use to the writer without specific examples as follow up. If we’re in poetry workshops you might talk about theme or word choice or imagery or lineation or stanza structure or meter or rhyme or the use of metaphor/simile.  If we’re in a prose workshop you might discuss theme or character or scene or structure or dialogue or voice or even sentence construction.  The point is, dig in and express your thoughts (whether praise or suggestions for improvement) in positive ways.  Do this and turn in your critique sheets on time (they’re always due compiled as a single document for a given workshop before class begins on the day we’ll be discussing those particular works) and you’ll do well here.

Class Participation/Participation in Workshop: Class Participation, in general, and for workshop specifically is a very important aspect of this course.  For roughly half the semester we’re going to be spending the majority of our time talking about each other’s writing. Overall, we are trying to create a community where we inspire each other and help each other grow as writers. As I mention above the goal is specific, constructive criticism. Always, we want to be positive, respectful, and helpful in our comments in workshop. Also, there is a matter of give and take at work here. If you want thorough and thoughtful feedback on your writing from your classmates, it is only right and fair that you earn that thorough and thoughtful feedback by giving your classmates thorough and thoughtful feedback in return. In terms of how I “grade” your participation – at the end of the semester I look back to the level of engagement you brought to our class discussions and workshops as I consider your participation in terms of the grade you contracted for.  If you contracted for an A, I’d expect your participation to be at the A level (i.e., you nearly always participated in classroom discussions and almost always had something to say in workshops).  Overall, excellent participation is the kind of thing that turns a B/B- into a B+ or turns a B/B+ into an A (yes, you can contract for a B and end up with an A. See the grade contract).  Being actively engaged also just makes the class more fun and our discussions more lively.  So let’s get into it.  

VIRTUAL OFFICE HOURS:  I plan to hold regular Zoom office hours from 1:00 to 4:00 every Wednesday over the course of the semester. A link to these virtual office hours can be found on our Canvas site. I am also happy to meet with you over Zoom or in person by appointment. Any time you’d like to talk about the course or your work just drop into my established office hours or send me an email and we can set up a meeting over Zoom or in-person.

ACADEMIC HONESTY:  This is a creative writing workshop requiring you to submit original writing that is entirely of your own invention. As such, any student who submits work that I discover is not wholly their own will automatically be subject to the University’s plagiarism policies.  

UNIVERSITY STATEMENT: We are committed to ensuring that all members of the community are welcome, through valuing the various experiences and worldviews represented at Ball State and among those we serve. To that end, BSU’s Freedom of Expression Statement can be found at this link:  https://www.bsu.edu/about/freedom-of-expression/freedom-of-expression-statement. We promote a culture of respect and civil discourse. If you need course adaptations or accommodations because of a disability, please contact the instructor of record as soon as possible. Ball State's Disability Services Office coordinates services for students with disabilities; documentation of a disability needs to be on file in that office before any accommodations can be provided. Disability Services can be contacted at 765-285-5293 or dsd@bsu.edu.

Welcome to 405: Music as Muse.  This is the third opportunity I’ve had to teach this class after bouncing the idea around in my head for years. I’m still discovering what works and what doesn’t with this course, and may well find myself tweaking the “set list” as we go. There will likely be peaks and valleys during this semester’s show. I imagine it will be like Jimmy Page’s ground-breaking solo in “Heartbreaker” on Zeppelin II where he blows listeners’ minds with his chops while obviously also duffing a couple notes here and there. (and he clearly chose to leave it that way instead of re-recording it because the overall feel and effect are so awesome!). I look forward to getting to know you and giving you feedback on your work.  Here’s to an engaging, productive, and musically inspired semester.

Dr. Mullins

