Wesley McNair Narrative

1. Describe the project that your grant request would support. Include a figure for your projects estimated total budget, and then highlight which portion of this project the grant money would fund.

        I am requesting a Good Idea Grant in Arts Visibility to support the redesigning and rebuilding of my outmoded author site on the web. My web site was created fifteen years ago. While the “Events” page and a few other minor pieces (such as my bio) have been updated as needed, little else has changed since the web site was launched. I believe this is a crucial time to re-imagine and re-launch the site.

            The current site was created fifteen years ago and has grown organically over the years, without the benefit of a site map that anticipated future needs and development. It is based on a template common to that early period: an author photo at the center of the homepage surrounded by a range of book covers and buttons. The covers have been added as my books have come out and are thus in the wrong order, the oldest volumes featured in the top row rather than the new and forthcoming ones. The buttons of the homepage have multiplied more or less randomly since the site’s inception, and there are now twenty-five of them, some at the left of the photo, some at the bottom under the book covers, many redundant. Hoping to make my work more visible on the web, I have created a site that is increasingly disorganized, and a nightmare to navigate. 

              A renovated author site will be crucial in publicizing three forthcoming books. Two of them are due early in 2010: Lovers of the Lost, New and Selected Poems (David Godine) and Maine in Four Seasons, Twenty Poets Celebrate the Turning Year (Down East Books). The third, due in early 2011, is titled The Words I Chose, A Memoir of Family and Poetry (Carnegie Mellon University Press).  I believe the collection of new and selected poems and the memoir, both retrospective books that summarize my work as a poet, are the most important volumes I have ever done. I expect they will attract a range of reviewers, educators, and purchasers and add to my following as a poet. Through a new web site that is both appealing and easy to navigate, I hope to expand their visibility.

        The new site will also allow me to communicate about my work in a new way with educators by integrating with an extensive, interactive web project now being completed by the Special Collections staff at Colby College. The goal of this project, which will feature my forthcoming volume of new and selected poems, is to make available to scholars, teachers, and students an online selection of manuscripts and poems from my personal papers, acquired by Colby in 2006 (see question 2 for more).

        To redesign and rebuild my site, I have approached the small design firm North40Creative, located in Biddeford. North40Creative has developed several author sites and understands my needs, both aesthetically and technically. My project’s budget is as follows:        

$700 for design (including the creation of original art/photography/illustration) 

$500 for implementation of code (CSS/HTML) 

$300 for maintenance/updating (one-year)

___________________

$1,500 Total 

2. Show evidence of how the receipt of funds from the Good Idea Grant will increase the visibility of the project you described in the previous question.

        I believe that a Good Idea Grant in Arts Visibility would dramatically increase the experience for visitors to my web site—which is, of course, one of a writer’s most valuable tools today to increase visibility—and the grant would help me push traffic to the new site. 

        First of all, it would allow me to rethink the outmoded and random array of buttons referred to in question 1, deploying a system of menus, links, and pictorial symbols that would organize site material and discard information that is redundant. Secondly, it would help me feature the new, and I believe significant, books that will shortly be published. In the case of my new and selected volume, the most important of all, it will integrate with Colby College’s web project now being constructed around the book. This project will introduce Lovers of the Lost by a large sampling of poem texts, audio of me reading the sample poems, manuscript pages showing crucial moments in the poems’ creation, and questions for teachers, students, and users in general. (The work will culminate with an event for educators, among others, at which I will read from the collection and the Special Collections staff will unveil the project and discuss its educational uses.)

        In my preliminary discussions with North40Creative, they suggested an inventive way of promoting upcoming events through my site, adding another element of visibility. Sensing my hesitation about instituting a blog (I was not comfortable with making daily posts), they offered to design a “News panel” for my new homepage, and then train me on a simple Content Management System (CMS) that would allow me to introduce fresh content whenever I choose. This means I could both publicize my readings or appearances, and post recaps of events, such as the one in December, when I am scheduled to introduce Donald Hall as the 2009 recipient of the Aiken Taylor Award for Contemporary Poetry at the University of the South in Sewanee, Tennessee.

        North40Creative also suggested pairing this “News panel” with an “author’s page” on Facebook that they would administer. With this arrangement, I could gather a long list of “friends” and contacts via Facebook, then send an electronic announcement every time the “News” is updated on my web site. This same CMS program would also allow me to personally make real time updates and changes to important pages on my web site.

By combining these two solutions, Cushy CMS and Facebook, I could avoid the expensive of a subscriber-based system like Constant Contact, yet I would reap essentially the same benefits and results. 

        The three examples I’ve outlined would make my proposal worthwhile all by themselves, yet they are just the beginning of what I believe a new site could contribute to the visibility of my writing.

