Samuel Stephen Freeman

Writing Workshop II

Wrestling with Writing:  Round Three


As each word of this opening sentence is created, the time for the coveted thesis to magically sprout draws nearer and nearer, as Mr. “T” fights and hopes for the miracle of birth before the dreaded period appears.   Too late?  Not at all.  Perhaps the thesis will appear in the very next sentence.  Perhaps not.  I’m waiting.   It’s over.  Why go on?  There’s no thesis or idea in sight, and it’s already line five. That translates to a D-E-E.  D.  D plus if I’m lucky.  Okay, maybe that’s an over reaction, but shouldn’t the thesis be within the first few sentences?  That’s the sort of impression I had  entering my freshman year of college.  I just needed to translate the typical high school essay into my new college curriculum.  I needed to take my five allotted paragraphs, assign one paragraph to my introduction (which included my early sprouting thesis), assign the next three to three different examples which supported my thesis, and assign the last paragraph to summarize the four previous paragraphs.  My gun was safe in its holster, the ammunition was loaded, and I was ready to fire.  Boy, did I miss big time.  As Walker Percy would agree, I walked into my first college writing course with a preconceived notion on how a scholarly paper should appear.  Like the sightseer at the Grand Canyon who “measures his satisfaction by the degree to which the canyon conforms to the preformed complex”(Percy 177), I was a tad disturbed when I discovered that my writing technique was inadequate.  I was under the notion that my preconceived ingredients constituted the recipe for a great college paper (Martha Stewart’s fault).  I was wrong.

My professor told me, “The five point essay doesn’t always work in college, Sammy.”  I needed  to change, but how?   Adrienne Rich believes that “if the imagination is to transcend and transform experience it has to question, challenge, to conceive of alternatives, perhaps to the very life you are living at the moment”(Rich 471).    I needed to release my imagination and allow it to transcend.  I needed “to be free to play around with the notion that day might be night, love might be hate; nothing can be too sacred for the imagination to turn into its opposite or to call experimentally by another name.  For writing is renaming”(471).  Within my art, I would have to learn to color outside the lines.  I would need to wrestle with issues, to explore them in all their incarnations, rather than start with a conclusion I hadn’t fully examined.  For writing is renaming.  I might start by beginning to notice not just what effective writers had to say, but how they had chosen to communicate their ideas.  Then I would need to translate that experience into my own writing.


I wanted to see an example.  I wanted to peruse an essay which dared to break my preconceived notions of what one should look like, and still had a valid message and argument intact.  I found my example in Virginia Woolf’s “Old Mrs. Grey.”   It was truly shocking. My professor promised that it fell under the category of an essay.  But there were over ten paragraphs, and the first nine were composed mainly of loosely connected images. Mrs. Grey was old and weary, waiting impatiently to die.  So why didn’t the first paragraph explicitly state that, the next few give specific examples to illustrate why, and the last one summarize?  The prose was both powerful and thought provoking:  “Her body was wrapped round the pain as a damp sheet is folded over a wire” (Woolf 692).  It was like a mystery unraveling, and not until the end does one learn the true implicit meaning that “we – humanity-insist that the body shall still cling to the wire…like a rook on a barn door, but a rook that still lives, even with a nail through it”(Woolf 693).   What a bold argument.  Like Adrienne Rich, Woolf, in both content and form, questioned, challenged, and presented alternatives. Woolf questioned the notion that society must keep its citizens alive, regardless of the quality of their lives.  It was now time for me to be bold.


The assignment was to read six essays by a single author, and then compose a relevant essay.  Had this been last year, I would have written an introduction stating the common theme of all six essays.  Then I would have employed six paragraphs, one on each of the essays. Finally, I would have ended with a conclusion, a summation.  Thankfully, this wasn’t last year. It was now time for me to question my own writing, color outside the lines, and be bold as hell.  The author that I chose for the assignment was James Thurber.  Thurber seemed to blend imagination, satire, and humor in order to poke fun at human nature.  I decided to emulate Thurber, using imagination, satire, and humor in order to compose  my essay.  I began:  “ ‘Do you reef in your gassles when you are cold or do you let go the mittens and crabapples? (Thurber 162), he asked.  I wasn’t quite sure how to respond to the young man.  At first, I was offended.  Are my mittens and crabapples any of his business(Intro)”  An unusual conversation opened my narrative.  By paragraph three, I was making my point by eavesdropping on a pair of seagulls:  “I distinctly heard the male seagull speaking: ‘Do you notice how there are so many humans on this beach? Just last week mamma accidentally flew into one of them’(3rd para)...With this, they gave an ornithological shrug and flew off(conclusion).”   I basically created my own imaginary situations in order to mimic Thurber’s style, and at the same time enlighten the reader about what the style implied. I incorporated all the “musts” of a structured five point essay, but at the same time I tried to be daring  by incorporating description and imagery to illustrate my point.  Having been set free by Woolf and Rich, I also learned something new:  content and form are discovered during the process of writing, not beforehand.


The past year has also forced me to abandon my preconceived notions of structured writing behind as I forayed into screenwriting.  While much different than an essay in terms of structure, a solid script similarly needs to elicit a strong message.  While forcing me to invite a whole new structure, working on my script has helped me surpass my dogmatic writing ways of old.  For example, in a screenplay, it’s very important for a character to be three-dimensional, yet a screenwriter is not allowed to introduce a character with a paragraph of description about his or her past and personality.  The screenwriter has to intersperse elements which reveal depth of the character through his or her dialogue and action.  Like Woolf’s continual reminders of Mrs. Gray’s hardships, I needed to keep on referring back to certain character habits in order to emphasize and elucidate.   I’ve also realized that the plot twists of a script are also essential for a powerful essay in order to give the reader new ways, or new directions, for the reader to turn to in terms of the idea being presented.  It’s often hard in a tightly structured five point’esque essay to present plot twists, or new directions.  Also the reader may get lost, or even forget certain concepts, if ideas are not repeated or brought back until the end.


It seems like a good time to conclude, so I won’t.  I’ll wrestle for awhile.  Ding.


So I seemed to have finally gotten over the hurdle of my preconceived notions.  I have questioned my ways of old, and dared to do something new as Rich suggests.  I’ve taken a creative approach in order to radiate a serious message as I learned from Woolf.   I had finally reached writing euphoria.  Well, not exactly. I received an assignment in Hebrew class to write a three page essay on the life and accomplishments of Eliezer Ben Yehuda.  It called for a simple structure: an introduction about his youth and accomplishments to come, a few detailed paragraphs on his accomplishments, and a conclusion recalling his life as a whole.  I decided to put a twist on the assignment by questioning many of his accomplishments and trying to add personal flair where it wasn’t necessary.  It turned into a five page essay that encompassed a wide variety of connected ideas.  I not only colored out of the lines, I smudged the adjacent picture.  For example, I went on unnecessary tangents such as, “Ben Yehuda haya eesh tov meod lehayehudim, aval who haya eesh ra legoyim.”  Simple as that.  Anyway, my teacher made sure to enlighten me that the essay of this nature didn’t need the extra ingredients.  What was wrong?  I thought of common ideas in new ways?  Have my post-conceived notions become pre-conceived?  Not at all.


So what truths have I learned about writing in this wrestling match?  I have learned that content cannot dictate form, nor form content.  Writing is fluid; it has a life of its own—a voice of its own.  One final truth is inescapable:  Sometimes writers must simply stop and listen to this voice, abandoning all preconceived notions about the writing process, and discover how their ideas demand to be communicated.  The championship belt is mine.


It was mine.  Last Wednesday night, the poet and writer Robert Creeley spoke at Seton Hall University.  During the question and answer period that followed, a college student asked the following question:  “Years ago you stated that you felt that form was never more than an extension of content.  My class has been discussing this all week.  Can you explain that comment?”  In a bone-chilling (my symptom alone, I suspect) response he laughed:  “Is that what I said?  I was young.  I didn’t know what I was talking about.  There’s no question that the reverse is true:  Content is merely an extension of form.”  The belt was gone; I was pinned to the mat.
Lucky for me, there’s always a rematch:

Wrestling with Writing:  Round 4…

