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9/30/01

To:
Interim Provost Burr Betts

Cc:
Interim Dean Denny Swanger

From:
Sandra Ellston

RE:
Report on Faculty Scholar Stipend, Summer 2001

I would like to thank you for the summer stipend support this past summer.  Here is a report of my activities.  

As promised, I presented a paper in preparation for the stipend at the Pacific Northwest American Studies Association conference in April, 2001.  The topic of the conference was “Archiving the Past and Present, Envisioning the Future.”  My presentation, which was well received, examined the rhetoric of the council meetings at Champoeg with the tribal chiefs, at which the sole purpose was to clear the Indians out of the Willamette Valley.  The rhetoric reveals fascinating patterns that disclose the values of both subcultures.  While writing this presentation, I realized that the sequence of the rhetoric follows a mythic pattern similar to those outlined by Vladimir Propp in Morphology of the Folk Tale.  All auditors found this fascinating.

In doing the stipend work itself, my “methodological” challenge was to discover allusive and symbolic ways of condensing and conveying the power of the narrative line in the play I am writing, “The Last Kalapooyan.”  While the hero’s character is central to the play’s impact, its impetus is the temporal connections explicit in the plot.  The play attempts to unsettle the audience by violating predictable stage-space and involving them more intimately in the dream sequences.  There is a wonderful cartoon that depicts a man talking to an editor:  he points to an overly-intricate chart on the wall with hundreds of boxes and lines connecting them, moving from a visible beginning point to a visible end point in a baroque path.  The caption reads, “I have it all plotted out; now I just have to write it.”  I was in that position, more or less, at the beginning of the stipend.  The creative process is a mysterious one, and I found that my original plan went by the wayside as I worked on the play’s structure.  In fact, cogitation led to my own creative dreams, in which I successfully dreamed the play in an entirely new sequence which I then began to inscribe.  I have much of the first act finished and the rest clearly implicated in this act.

Ten weeks of writing did allow me to finish up research and to finalize the aesthetic methodology.  I will now continue to work on the rest of the play and may request funding for a Women Writers Fellowship from the Oregon Literary Arts program in spring of 2002 to seek a production venue in places like the Pentacle Theatre, Theatre West, Willamette University and other valley colleges.  I have discussed presenting parts of the first act at our own new play readers’ series.  

This project continues to have a compelling literary urgency for me outside of any practical considerations.  It enhances my contributions to our program, as I am now devising a course to be taught in winter of 2002 called Contemporary Drama into Film.  For my next project, leading naturally from this one, I will seek support to write a textbook to use for such courses nationally.  This stipend support has taken me inside the creative process of playwriting so that I may understand in greater richness the transformations that occur from history to drama, and then on to film.  I greatly appreciate this support.


