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  Preface


  My subject is imaginative writing and how to read it: first, how a writer develops a voice of his own and a presence on the page; then, how the reader learns to hear that voice and respond; and finally, how the true voice and the public personality sometimes clash, confuse, and contradict each other.


  For a writer, voice is a problem that never lets you go, and I have thought about it for as long as I can remember—if for no other reason than that a writer doesn’t properly begin until he has a voice of his own. Young writers hoping to cut a figure on the scene often confuse voice with stylishness, but that is something quite different from a voice with the whole weight of a life, however young, behind it, the one Jane Kramer calls “the voice that you can’t quite hear … that, with any luck, will eventually start to sound like you.” A voice of that kind changes as you change, and what you do with it once you have it depends on character as well as talent and inclination. Some people write because they are Ancient Mariners with stories they are compelled to tell or lessons they have to teach; others, less lovable, because they are entranced by the sound of their own voices. For freelance writers like myself who belong to an endangered species which, as long ago as 1949, Cyril Connolly was already calling “the last known herd in existence of that mysterious animal, ‘the English man of letters,’” writing is less a compulsion than a misfortune, like a doomed love affair. We write because we fell in love with language when we were young and impressionable, just as musicians fall in love with sound, and thereafter are doomed to explore this fatal attraction in as many ways as we can.


  So what I have to say is based on a lifetime of trying to write in several different genres: poems, novels, and, above all, the kind of higher journalism that universities sometimes dignify as “the literature of fact”: nonfiction books on subjects that happened to interest me—anything from suicide to poker, by way of divorce, dreams, offshore oil, and mountaineering—several of which began as long pieces for The New Yorker. I have also written a great deal of literary criticism which, when I was starting out half a century ago, had not yet become just another arcane academic discipline with a technical vocabulary and specialized interests all its own. It was thought of, instead, as a creative activity in its own right—a writer’s way of describing how other writers handle language and what it is that makes them unique.


  I sometimes feel about my profession much the same as Vladimir Mayakovsky felt about suicide: “I do not recommend it to others,” he wrote, and then put a gun to his head. Freelance writing is a precarious trade, not least because shifting from one literary form to another may mean you end up mastering none. But for a writer, even precariousness has its uses: if nothing else, it makes you constantly alert to the way your voice comes off the page. The art of poetry is altogether different from that of prose, just as writing fiction is different from writing nonfiction, and literary criticism is different from them all. Fifty years of writing for a living have taught me that there is only one thing the four disciplines have in common: in order to write well you must first learn how to listen. And that, in turn, is something writers have in common with their readers. Reading well means opening your ears to the presence behind the words and knowing which notes are true and which are false. It is as much an art as writing well and almost as hard to acquire.


  Chapter 1

  

  Finding A Voice


  The Genius of Poetry must work out its own salvation in a

  man: it cannot be matured by law and precept, but by

  sensation and watchfulness in itself


  —KEATS


  

  i


  What happens when you sit down with a book? Why do you do it? What’s the pleasure in it? Why do books, poems, even fragments go on being read years, sometimes centuries, after they were written, and look like they will continue to be read no matter how many times the death of literature is announced?


  I’m not talking about transmitting or acquiring information. On the contrary, at this present moment of change, when the industrial revolution has been superseded by a revolution in information technology, facts and figures have never been easier to come by, although now they are packaged in an appropriately new form. Computers, for example, no longer come with handbooks; all that kind of information is built in; if you want to know how to do something, you click “Help” and, if necessary, print up what you find for future reference. Eventually, I assume, that is how most reference books will be, and the advantages, in terms of economy and convenience, are greater than the drawbacks. Staring at a computer screen in your living room may be no substitute for the silence and calm of a library, and surfing the Web with Google is not as satisfying as rummaging in the stacks, but for those who can’t afford to buy, say, the Encyclopaedia Britannica, and lack the yard or two of shelf space to accommodate it, it is better to have the work on CD-ROM or the Web, complete with sounds and moving pictures and hyperlinks, than not to have it at all.


  Computers may be convenient and efficient, but they are not quite the neutral instruments they seem to be, and the subtle deformations they create in our attitude to language can be dangerous to literature:


  A philologist and his wife for dinner … His ambition is to determine, by the use of electrical computation machines, the basic structure of language. Word values and evocations can be determined, he tells me, by machinery, and thus successful poetry can be written by machines. So we get back to the obsolescence of the sentiments. I think of my own sense of language, its intimacy, its mysteriousness, its power to evoke, in a catarrhal pronunciation, the sea winds that blow across Venice or in a hard “A” the massif beyond Kitzbühel. But this, he tells me, is all sentimentality. The importance of these machines, the drive to legislate, to calibrate words like “hope,” “courage,” all the terms we use for the spirit.1


  John Cheever wrote that some time in the 1950s, long before computers were just another domestic accessory, even before they had a proper name. The philologist’s reductive arrogance and the author’s outraged response are opposing reactions to a simple truth that still applies: information and imaginative writing are different forms of
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