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BBBBooooooookkkkeeeennnndddd    WWWWoooorrrrkkkksssshhhhooooppppssss

bbbbyyyy    AAAAllllllllaaaannnn    LLLLeeeeffffccccoooowwwwiiiittttzzzz

When writing workshops were first presented via the internet, I had my doubts.  They
appeared to be non-productive scams similar to correspondence courses advertised
on the back of matchbooks. Anyone could set himself up in business without the
quality control we exercised at the Writer’s Center in Bethesda, Maryland.  The
analysis of the participant’s writing was likely to be superficial and writers would lack
the energy that develops in the face-to-face exchanges with their fellow workshop-
mates and the workshop leader.  Besides, in those antediluvian days, relatively few
people had computers and  fewer had access to the internet. (Is it only five years since
the flood?)

Still, I constantly heard from people who would have liked to take a workshop in writing
but who were constrained from taking one by health, distance, or work. I forget how it
came to me that I could avoid the drawbacks of an internet workshop and deliver the
benefits of a workshop if I could combine the face to face with the word to word.

In 1999, I began to offer the first of what I called bookend workshops. They began with
a physical meeting at the Center’s facility, a meeting with two purposes:

1. The group met one another. They could attach a face to the person who was
writing and commenting on their writing. Depending upon the nature of the
workshop, each participant had five minutes to say something abouthim-
orherself, about their writing, and about the writing problem they faced.  If I
may digress a moment, the most frequently mentioned problem was writer’s
inertia.  They hoped that the workshop would focus them by giving them a
deadline and a community to which they were responsible.

2. I could set up the process by which we would communicate and comment on
work. (I’ll say more about this below.)

3. I could collect manuscripts (for more advanced workshops) or give exercises
that would form the core for basic workshops.

4. I set up teams of two or three people who were responsible for commenting
on the writing of the others in their team.  Though everyone in the workshop
could read all of the work, I wanted to control the cacophony of voices.  If
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twelve people wrote comments on a work or an exercise, the recipient of
those comments was as likely to be confused by the noise as s/he was to be
helped. Of course, I was responsible for responding to everyone’s work, as
well as to comments that were off-base given the universal habit of seeing a
period out of place in someone else’s work and not seeing the elephantitus
in one’s own. (I am happy to say that not one mean-spirited analysis has
occurred in any of the workshops I have given on the internet. It may be that
putting it down in black and white electrons made any meanness visible in
the way that spoken critiques often are not.)

The workshop concluded with a final face-to-face meeting during which I might read
aloud sections of work, and I and the team would comment on both what was working
in them and what was not. Each member of the workshop also had time to share
reconsiderations they may have had about their work. This last part was particularly
valuable for workshops based on either starting, continuing, or finishing a longer
project. As with all workshops at the Center, I encouraged them to keep in contact with
one another and continue sharing their writing.

Though I could have set up a chat room for the workshop, I decided it would be better
to eliminate the chatter in order to force the participants to reflect on their reactions to
other’s manuscripts, write well-considered comments, and allow the teams to share or
not share, as they wished, their comments with the rest of the teams. Therefore, I
created a listserve that  individual writers could use to send something to the whole
group or just their team. The listserve also allowed me to share with the group
techniques and observations that I believed would be useful for them all.

During the last few years, the technology has progressed  so far that new possibilities
for internet workshops have emerged. Given voice communication, for example, it may
no longer be necessary to have group meetings to achieve some of the results of face-
to-face. Still, I think smelling someone else’s writing scent and being able to meet for
coffee after the workshop has an inexpressible value for writers.

Below you will find a typical catalogue description of the bookend workshop:

Work in Progress

This workshop is designed for those who have at least one-half of a first draft up
through a completed draft of a novel or play.  We will focus on the macrocosm: plot,
structure, character development, overall tone.  The group will meet once in July and
once in September to consider joint issues.  Participants will receive individual
conferences of at least one half-hour.  I will read up to 75 pages (double-spaced and
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standard margins) as part of the workshop.  If you want me to consider more of your
manuscript, the charge will be $1.50 a page.  To be considered for this workshop,
along with your registration and tuition, please submit a  synopsis of your work (1 page
maximum) and five pages of the manuscript of  students.


