Bryn Mawr College   Fall 2026
ART W265 Creative Nonfiction I

Syllabus


Professor Daniel Torday

English House 102
Class Meeting Time: T1:10-4pm, English House III 
Office Hours: by appointment

Office Phone: 610.526.5304

Email: dtorday@brynmawr.edu
Required Texts

John D’Agata, The Next American Essay
Philip Lopate, The Art of the Personal Essay
Various texts available on Moodle (M)

These books are available in the Bryn Mawr College Bookstore. Please note: Students are expected to purchase these texts, in these editions, for this course. If the purchase of these texts presents a problem, please see the instructor. In addition, students are responsible for a large number of electronic reserve readings on Moodle (M) as indicated by the syllabus. Students are requested to download each electronic reserve reading as it comes due and bring a hard copy of the reading to class for the discussion period indicated. 

Course Description

What is Creative Nonfiction—and what distinguishes it from its prose siblings, Fiction and Journalism? This course will provide an introduction to Creative Nonfiction writing by focusing on the skills, process and craft techniques necessary to the generation and revision of literary nonfiction. Each week we will discuss both student work and published work in class, considering aspects of the craft of writing Creative Nonfiction—point of view, physical description, the transposition of empirical experience to the written word—from a writerly perspective. We will look closely at the great practitioners of this often wily and elusive genre—from James Baldwin to Virginia Woolf, George Orwell to David Foster Wallace, MFK Fisher to Zadie Smith—in the interest of understanding not just how their work has developed, but how it can help us in creating nonfiction work of our own.
Course Objective

Each week students will be expected to read and discuss examples of personal and lyric essays, to write an average of five pages of their own nonfiction, and to read and comment in depth on classmates’ work. Students will be expected to work on one essay revision/expansion late in the semester, and spend the semester working on one longer essay to be turned in at semester’s end. Throughout the semester students will offer their writing for group discussion, and will engage regularly in private conference with the professor.
Course Requirements

WRITING (60% of term grade): Over the course of the semester, students will turn in approximately 10,000 words of new writing: they will complete a short piece every three weeks, and will have workshopped three essays and one expansion/revision by semester’s end. * Please note: Revision does not mean proofreading. All written work should be proofed and edited meticulously. We will discuss at length what we mean by revision. Students should be working on upcoming pieces in the weeks before they are workshopped. Students will also turn in a FINAL ESSAY at semester’s end, which will consist of one longer piece, 2,000-3,000 words in length, which the student will work on throughout the semester.

The class will be divided into three groups of five writers, designated GROUP A, GROUP B and GROUP C. On the week a given group’s essay is due, the assignment must be posted on Moodle by the preceding SUNDAY AT SIX PM. *PLEASE NOTE*: Any essay for workshop that is not posted by Sunday at 8pm will be dropped a grade. All submissions should be double-spaced, in Times New Roman or comparable font, with numbered pages and word count at top; those posted to Moodle for workshop should be Word documents with a .doc suffix. IMPORTANT: ALL ESSAYS MISSING PAGE NUMBERS WILL BE LOWERED A GRADE. Note: while it is suggested a student turn in an essay on the previous week’s topic, they may write on any topic previously covered—they need simply email the professor to let him know. (After Week Two, the student is discouraged from writing another list and should do so only after gaining permission from the professor). 

Students will meet with the instructor regularly in individual conferences the week their essay is due for workshop. Conferences will be arranged between the student and instructor at semesters’ start, scheduled for Wednesday before or after their workshop. It is imperative students keep to the time slot settled upon. 

WORKSHOPPING AND READING (30%): Each week we will discuss five student essays. Students will be expected to type a comment of approximately one page on these essays, and to make in-depth annotation on the essays themselves. We will discuss what is expected of an essay critique. Thoughtful, thorough critique of peer work is an integral component of class—and of our development as writers. *You will be expected to bring in two copies of your written critique of each essay for each workshop: one for the writer, and one for the instructor.* The quality and care of these critiques will bear significantly upon your class participation grade. 

Class participation comprises a MAJOR portion of your final grade in this course. 

Readings for each week are listed on the day they are to be discussed—it is to be understood they have been assigned the week previous to their listing. This syllabus is pointedly top-heavy; much of the assigned reading we will do for this course will be assigned in the first two-thirds of the semester, leaving us headspace and time to concentrate on writing, revision and our own Essayist Project in the last part of the course. Beware falling behind in the reading in these early weeks, as we will use our early reading as frequent reference throughout the semester. Do not fall behind in your readings, as your demonstrated knowledge and understanding of them will comprise a substantial portion of your class participation grade. 

YOUR ESSAYIST PROJECT (10%): Mid-semester, students will be expected to report to the professor on a proposal to teach the class about an essayist of their choice. The student will be expected to have read portions the book from which their essay comes, researched the book’s author, and chosen, photocopied, and mastered on essay. Students will lead the class in discussion of that essay/essayist at the end of the semester. We will discuss this assignment at length as the semester progresses. The student will receive a number grade for this assignment.

Grading

Students will be graded on individual assignments. Essays will receive comments from the professor, accompanied by a check-minus (approximately 2.0), check-(minus) (approximately 2.7), check (approximately 3.0), check-(plus) (approximately 3.3-3.5), check-plus (approximately 3.7) or check-double-plus (approximately 4.0). Your Essayist Project presentations will be graded with a traditional number grade (4.0, 3.7, 3.5, etc). Students also will receive a number grade on their FINAL ESSAY. Students are invited to ask the instructor at any time (particularly at midterm) if they want to know their standing in this course in terms of the standard numerical grading system. 

Finally: the quality of class discussion will depend upon your thoughtful participation and presence in class. Tardiness and absence from class will directly—and adversely—affect your grade.

Please bear in mind this syllabus is subject to change. 

PLEASE NOTE: All work turned into this class and discussion of that work is shared with the understanding that it is to be read and discussed only between the commenter and writer, and was written solely by its author. The value and integrity of our workshop depends upon the discretion of each of the writers in the class. 
AI Note: It’s understood that all writing that’s turned in for workshop was written by the writer, without the help of AI tools. We’re here to write. Let’s do that. 
Course Meeting Dates:

September

Week One

Tuesday, 9/1
Introductions

Syllabus

Lists

Week Two: On Nature

9/8
Philip Lopate, “Introduction” (PE) 
Annie Dillard, “Seeing” (PE)

Edward Hoagland, “The Courage of Turtles” (PE)

GROUP A, WORKSHOP ONE: The List (250-500 words)

Week Three: The Event  
9/15
Virginia Woolf, “The Death of the Moth” (PE)
David Foster Wallace, “A Ticket to the Fair” (NA)

GROUP B, WORKSHOP ONE: Nature/Walking (1,200-1,500 words)

Week Four: Experiment
9/22
John McPhee, “The Search for Marvin Gardens” (NAE) 
David Shields, “Life Story” (NAE) 
GROUP C, WORKSHOP ONE: Event (1,200-1,500 words)

Week Five: The Personal Essay
9/29
James Baldwin, “Notes of a Native Son” (PE) 
Zadie Smith, “Joy” (M)
Kaitlin Greenidge, “My Mother’s Garden” (M) 
GROUP A, WORKSHOP TWO: Event (1,400-1,800 words)

October

10/6
Week Six:

DAY OFF

Reading Series, 10/7: 
Dinaw Mingestu, Goodhart Music Room, 6:30pm 

FALL BREAK: 10/10-10/18
Week Seven: On Music
10/20
Mark Greif, “Radiohead, Or the Philosophy of Pop” (M)

Alex Ross, “The Searchers” (M)

Zadie Smith, “Some Notes on Attunement” (M)

GROUP B, WORKSHOP TWO: Personal (1,400-1,800 words)

Week Eight: Historical 
10/27
Joan Didion, “The White Album”  (NAE) 
Albert Goldbarth, “Delft” (NAE) 
GROUP C, WORKSHOP TWO(1,400-1,800 words)

1) If you haven’t picked Your Essayist yet, time to get reading!

2) Consider getting started on final essay

Reading Series, 10/28: 

Kaitlin Greenidge, Goodhard Music Room, 630pm 

November
Week Nine: The Object

11/3
Walter Benjamin, “Unpacking My Library” (PE)

Lydia Davis, “Foucault and Pencil” (NA)

GROUP A, WORKSHOP THREE  (1,500-2,000 words)

Week Ten: Family
11/10
EB White, “Once More to the Lake” (PE)

Mary Gaitskill, “Lost Cat” (M)
GROUP B, WORKSHOP THREE  (1,500-2,000 words)

11/11: 

Reading Series: 

Iain Haley Pollock,  Goodhart Music Room 

Week Eleven: Your Essayist
11/17
Your Essayist: Group B

GROUP C, WORKSHOP THREE (1,500-2,000 words)

Week Twelve: Your Essayist
11/24
Your Essayist: Group C
GROUP A: Revision/Expansion (2,000-3,000 words) 

Week Thirteen: 

12/1
GROUP B: Revision/Expansion (2,000-3,000 words)

Week Fourteen: Your Essayist

12/8
Your Essayist: Group A
GROUP C: Revision/Expansion (2,000-3,000 words) 

FINAL ESSAY DUE (2,000-3,000 words)

PAGE  
6

