
 

 

Craft of Fiction  
Writers in Florence 
 

Imaginary Countries  
 
Instructor: Alexander Chee 
 

Course Description: 
This course will examine the techniques used in examples of novels of speculative 
fiction—literary novels and stories using either science fiction, magical realism, or 
myth, or a mix of these, in which the author invents or reinvents a country in order 
to describe it, or in which the country itself is an invention—even the world.  
 
We will use our time in Florence as a guide then to this kind of world building, to 
examine how we learn about a culture from its leading indicators, everything from 
graffiti to monuments to masterpieces, as we think about ways we might fictionalize 
or invent another world. How is Florence and Italy strange and familiar to you and 
why? How can you reproduce that in fiction? 
 
All of these novels and stories mean to portray great shifts within a culture’s moral 
structure, and set their characters within historic crises, real or imaginatively made, 
or invented as imaginative acts that replace the country’s history as a way to com-
ment on it and the culture both.   
 

We will read for technique, and topics will include but are not limited to writing, the 
implications of inventing or reinventing a nation and a culture; the limits of realist 
fiction, and how they are or may be surpassed and why we would use other modes, 
or, even ‘hack’ realism; the effects these novels achieve with their structures; and 
the narrative and aesthetic strategies employed in their creation. We will reverse-
engineer some of the novels or stories to create writing exercises for the class which 
students will use to work on fiction inspired in part by these readings, as well as 
write an essay on a topic of their choosing.  
 
Course Requirements:  
1 Essay of 1250 words and 8 pages minimum of fiction, both due at the last class. 
 
Grading: 
 
In-class, on-time attendance and participation, 50%; 
Written assignments, 50%  
 

Reading List:  
 
Books for the course (to purchase): 

SAMPLE



 

 

The Kingdom of This World, by Alejo Carpentier 
Never Let Me Go, Kazuo Ishiguro  
Autobiography of Red, Anne Carson  
Hav, by Jan Morris 
 
Handouts: 
“Darkness”, by Andrew Sean Greer 
“Every Night For A Thousand Years”, by Chris Adrian 
“Immortality”, by Yiyun Li 
Excerpt from Cosmicomics, by Italo Calvino 
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