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      Ensouling Language

      “Stephen Harrod Buhner has produced a manifesto and guide 
	to bring American writing back from the cages of the academy and release the 
	power of language into the streets and wildernesses where the wild things live. 
	If you love to read, if you like to write, you have finally come to the right 
	place.” 

      CHARLES BOWDEN, AUTHOR OF MURDER CITY, 
RECIPIENT OF THE LANNAN LITERARY AWARD FOR NONFICTION AND THE SIDNEY HILLMAN AWARD 

      “Stephen Buhner’s Ensouling Language invites you to 
	sit down for 23 cups of coffee and talk about the mystic journey of the writer, 
	the solitary pilgrim, the witness yearning to tell the world indelible stories 
	that cannot be known by any other voice than yours. If you are a teacher, a 
	writer, a friend of a writer, this book will offer companionship in this life 
	quest. This book harvests lessons from a writer and helpless lover of books 
	who is old in experience but young in perennial devotion.” 

      KIM STAFFORD, DIRECTOR OF NORTHWEST WRITING INSTITUTE AND WILLIAM STAFFORD CENTER, LEWIS & CLARK COLLEGE, AND AUTHOR OF THE MUSES AMONG US: 
ELOQUENT LISTENING AND OTHER PLEASURES OF THE WRITER'S CRAFT 

      “Ensouling Language is a fierce and generous meditation 
	on the writer’s life. Fierce, because Stephen Buhner goes right at prevailing 
	commercial and academic assumptions about literature. For him, writing is above 
	all a portal into vividness, compassion, and discovery. Generous, because he 
	weaves his own quest as a writer into his reflections about the art of nonfiction. 
	Books, in both the reading and the writing, have absorbed him for a lifetime. 
	And the connections he conveys here are always arresting, sometimes extravagant 
	in their intensity, and very often funny. As a writer and a teacher, I’ve learned 
	more from Buhner’s book than from anything I’ve read about writing since the 
	works of John Gardner and William Stafford. I’m truly grateful to him for having 
	written it.” 

      JOHN ELDER, INSTRUCTOR AT BREADLOAF WRITERS CONFERENCE, 
PROFESSOR AT MIDDLEBURY COLLEGE, AND AUTHOR OF 
READING THE MOUNTAINS OF HOME AND THE FROG RUN

      “I can’t easily imagine a more useful book on the craft of 
	writing. Covering all the steps—from glimpsing a first, furtive idea foraging 
	in the mind’s brambles to tracking that idea and coaxing it to unfurl on the 
	page, from finding the right words to securing the right publisher—this volume 
	also, in the process, transforms your take on the universe. For Buhner brings 
	all his inspired lunacy to bear, illustrating his passionate insights with lively 
	stories and poems and with glimmering nuggets from other authors, fashioning 
	this instructive, how-to book into a breathing compendium of word magic.”
	

      DAVID ABRAM, AUTHOR OF BECOMING ANIMAL: 
AN EARTHLY COSMOLOGY AND THE SPELL OF THE SENSUOUS, 
WINNER OF THE LANNAN LITERARY AWARD FOR NONFICTION 

      “If you want a kind of deep ecology for nonfiction writing, 
	a practical guide ingrained with the spirits of William Stafford and Federico 
	García Lorca too, Ensouling Language is your book. Its pages, studded 
	with samples and suggestions, come via the author’s fresh and liberating voice, 
	opening up the ‘imaginal world’ we cannot do without.” 

      JOHN ELDER, INSTRUCTOR AT BREADLOAF WRITERS CONFERENCE,
PROFESSOR AT MIDDLEBURY COLLEGE, AND AUTHOR OF
READING THE MOUNTAINS OF HOME AND THE FROG RUN

      “Stephen Buhner writes with passion and perception about 
	the entire range of the writer’s experience. He shows us in detail how to write, 
	issues of craft and art, but also how a writer lives—the commitment, the dreaming, 
	the business, the way a writer uncovers secrets on many levels, even how a writer 
	loves and hates.” 

      RACHEL POLLACK, AUTHOR OF GODMOTHER NIGHT, RECIPIENT
OF THE WORLD FANTASY AND THE ARTHUR C. CLARKE AWARDS 

      “Stephen Harrod Buhner has counted ‘beacoup coups’ in penning
	Ensouling Language. As history almost unanimously attests, writing well 
	about writing is at best a rarity, perhaps mythic, a yeti of sorts. But Buhner’s 
	flair, sage advice, and most of all his passion for writing touches every sentence. 
	The book brings writing to life and will add life to any author’s own words.”
	

      DAVID CREMEAN, PAST PRESIDENT, WESTERN LITERATURE ASSOCIATION 
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        We must ask ourselves: 
Who benefits when the 
				gods disappear from the world.
      

      JAMES HILLMAN 

    

  
    
      Before Buying This Book
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        The still small voice of reason is what I keep 
			trying to protect in myself and cherish in others. Don’t tell me what 
			forensic speakers have forced on you. Relax, forget them. Tell me quietly, 
			here in this room, what you really think. 
      

      WILLIAM STAFFORD 

      I am a barbarian; it is only polite to tell you that 
			up front. You should keep that well in mind before you decide to buy 
			this book. And, though I have been dressing myself since my early twenties, 
			I am not really housebroken, not really civilized. That especially applies 
			to my writing—and my opinions, observations, and advice about the craft.
			

      I disapprove of most of what passes for professional 
			nonfiction (and literary fiction) in American culture. You’ll also find 
			I disagree with a great many things that are considered necessary for 
			writers to learn, especially in writing schools. I don’t think writers 
			should be too civilized, that they should be too much of the cities 
			(which is what the word civilized means). I think that they must, of 
			necessity, live in the crucial but commonly overlooked transition zone 
			that lies between human habitat and the wildness of the world, the place 
			where wild plants exchange genome with their more domesticated 
			cousins.1 I believe writers must travel into wilderness and bring back what 
			they find, envelop it in words, and release it into the world. I believe 
			that is their ecological function and without that renewal human culture deteriorates. 
			I believe in the sacredness and the 
			necessity of the art. 

      You should also be aware that I think the three worst 
			books on writing ever published are Strunk and White’s The Elements 
			of Style, Writing Down the Bones, and The Chicago Manual of Style, 
			followed by most of the others. Thus, I am also a heretic. I believe, 
			too, that most MFA programs, rather than teaching passionate human beings 
			how to write, teach them how to be like everyone else, that they, in 
			fact, teach genius to be mediocre, teach the gifted to fit in, actively 
			constrain talent in corrals made of outdated rules, grammatical fascism, 
			envy, and general ignorance. Thus, I am also rude and insensitive, in 
			the end not much a fan of crossing-the-aisle gesturing. 

      Regrettably, due more to failures of character than 
			any legitimate rationale, nonfiction, the subject of this book, is rarely 
			recognized as a major literary form, a form that can take on the same 
			luminosity that occurs in great poetry or fiction. And I am not talking 
			here about those semifraudulent forms of nonfiction known as narrative 
			nonfiction and the memoir. Those two types of nonfiction, the ones most 
			commonly taught in writing schools, are the most susceptible to absorption 
			into the dead-end literary styles that make up most products of the 
			New York publishing scene: modernism, postmodernism, poststructuralism, 
			postmodernmetafiction, postmodernrealism, posttraumaticstressism, and 
			all the rest of that nonsense. 

      I am talking about nonfiction: how-to books, 
			self-help books, ground-breaking investigative reporting, nature books, 
			plant identification books, environmental books, new age books, spirituality 
			books, academic books, technical books, leading-edge research texts, 
			and books by independent scholars. What is called narrative nonfiction 
			(biographies, rugby players who eat their dead, death on Mount Everest, 
			escaped plague viruses, i.e., gossip) or currently thought to be memoirs 
			(i.e., adult survivors of abusive parents) are only a tiny part of the 
			vast world of nonfiction. As Raul Hilberg, the holocaust historian has 
			observed, “historiography is also an art form”
			2 but is never 
			recognized as such by either writing schools or the critics. “If one 
			thinks,” he says, “about the critical commentary devoted to literary 
			or artistic works, replete with dissections of their structure, style, 
			and ideas, one cannot help noticing that this bountiful attention is 
			not lavished on historical sources, which are commonly deemed lifeless. 
			Yet each source has a definite configuration, a characteristic style, 
			and a highly selective content.”3

      Alternate forms of 
			nonfiction are rarely recognized by critics and writing schools as legitimate 
			literary expressions, nevertheless they make up the majority of books 
			written and sold in the United States. They are the poor relations of 
			what is called creative or literary nonfiction, what might be called 
			genre nonfiction just as mysteries, science fiction, and fantasy are 
			considered genre fiction. They are often poorly written just as genre 
			fiction once was (and oftentimes still is). 

      Genre fiction developed its modern form in the pulp 
			magazine market in the early to late-middle of the twentieth century. 
			Three people were instrumental in changing it from pulp writing to something 
			else: Raymond Chandler in mystery fiction, John Campbell (as an editor) 
			in science fiction, and J. R. R. Tolkein in fantasy. (Stephen King did 
			the same thing somewhat later for horror fiction.) I believe it is time 
			for genre nonfiction to undergo the same transformation—and to gain 
			a similar recognition for its literary potential. 

      Because nonfiction is such a huge market, the writing 
			schools and the literary world are trying to subsume it. It’s for the 
			money, of course, but that’s rarely mentioned. Still, they are primarily 
			interested only in what they call narrative nonfiction or memoirs—respectable 
			nonfiction, nonfiction that seems like fiction, nonfiction that is well 
			dressed, nonfiction without cow shit on its boots. A book on plumbing 
			is about as welcome among works of literary nonfiction as a plumber 
			with grease on his hands is at a book release party for a member of 
			the literati. Genre nonfiction is still considered pulp writing and 
			is very much looked down upon by most mainstream writers, publishers, 
			and writing schools. (We be lowbrow, make no mistake.) 

      As Leah Price comments in the London Review of 
			Books: 

      
        Those works which we group under the rubric of 
			“ literature” have never made up more than a fraction of the world’s 
			printed matter. That discrepancy makes it hard not to suspect that the 
			distribution of book historians’ attention is skewed by agendas imported 
			from other disciplines. What gets over-represented is not just literature, 
			but a particular genre: the novel. . . . Realist fiction’s well-known 
			obsession with the material world fits almost too perfectly with book 
			history’s own anti-idealism; so does the unabashed worldliness of the
			
        drama. Both crowd out any attention to lyric. . . . It can be 
			argued that [a true history of the book] challenges the mind-body dualism 
			that has come to shape the assumptions about literariness held by popular 
			and scholarly audiences alike. . . . At a particular time and place, 
			[Bourdieu] argues, art came to define itself through its contradistinction 
			to economic life.
        
        
          4
        
      

      In other words, if you believe in lyricism in language 
			and story, if you believe in the transcendent nature of the word, and 
			write from that orientation, you aren’t realistic, you’re idealistic 
			(in the pejorative sense of the word). And if you work with your body 
			and your hands, and then write about that work in any practical sense 
			(especially if you make money doing it), what you write just ain’t literary.
			

      The general public doesn’t care, of course; they 
			are just interested in what they are interested in, just as they didn’t 
			care about literary pretensions in the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s. They read 
			genre fiction then because that is what they were interested in then 
			and they read genre nonfiction now because that is what they are interested 
			in now. Genre nonfiction, like genre fiction, often has a lot more to 
			do with real people’s lives and their needs than do the alternatives.
			

      Times have changed and instead of the pulps, which 
			depended on the huge magazine readership that existed before television, 
			we now have small presses (i.e., independent presses). Genre 
			nonfiction, rather than being formatted for the needs of magazines, 
			is usually book length and most of it is being published by those same
			small presses (even though some of them publish a hundred books 
			a year). These presses, notoriously not discussed in most books on writing 
			or publishing (e.g., Jason Epstein’s egregious Book Business: Publishing 
			Past, Present, and Future), are the places where many young writers 
			can explore the craft of writing and serve their apprenticeship, just 
			as Chandler and others did in the pulps. They are easier to break into 
			than the New York houses and generally offer a greater range of exploration 
			in writing than the New York publishers will ever be able to. They are 
			the places genre nonfiction has been slowly explored and developed since 
			the 1960s, ever since the hippies broke the New York publishers monopoly 
			on distribution by forming their own distribution companies. 

      Genre nonfiction 
			is the great undeveloped region of nonfiction, just as mysteries, 
			science fiction, and fantasy once were in the fictional world. A great 
			many writers, disgusted with the irrelevance of the New York publishing 
			scene, are doing some of the best writing in the world in this undeveloped 
			and generally unrecognized area. It is the most vital and vibrant area 
			of publishing and writing that now exists outside the Internet. It is 
			the one area of writing in which one can work outside the tired and 
			dead-end forms that dominate most of the corporate publishing world.
			

      Genre nonfiction can be raised to a sophisticated 
			literary form, just as genre fiction has been, and supporting that is 
			one of the primary intentions of this book. So, while this book, at 
			its core, is about the art of writing and can be applied to any form 
			of writing (including fiction and narrative and memoir nonfiction), 
			it’s focus is on genre nonfiction. And though you will find it useful 
			if you only want to write one book, or even if you have published a 
			number of them, this book has primarily been written for people who 
			are called to the craft, for those who have felt the luminous power 
			of language, who have fallen in love with it, and who are compelled 
			by some deep part of themselves to take on this lineage as their own.
			

      This book has not been written for the literati, 
			the illiterati (critics), or the alliterati (graduates of MFA programs). 
			It is for all the children who stayed up late, covers over their heads, 
			flashlight on, reading when they were supposed to be sleeping. It is 
			for every child who read a great line, and when the meaning of it penetrated 
			them, felt the hairs rise on their arms. It is for every child who has 
			felt touched by the greatness of this craft and then, when they were, 
			heard someplace deep inside a tiny voice speaking, saying something 
			like, “I wish I could write like that; I wish I could write something 
			that would make other people feel like I just felt. I want to do that 
			too.” 

      You can and what is more, you must. 
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          The Touch of a Golden Thread
        

        
          Beginnings are such delicate times. 
        

        FRANK HERBERT 

        
          I was, indeed, then in the dark and struggled 
			on, unconscious of what I was seeking so earnestly; but I had a feeling 
			of the right, a divining-rod that showed me where gold was to be found.
			
        

        GOETHE 

        
          What anyone who speaks for art must be prepared 
			to assert is the validity of nonscientific experience and the seriousness 
			of unverifiable insight. 
        

        WALLACE STEGNER 

      

    

  
    
      CHAPTER ONE 
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      The Bookman

      
        I remember the day a name changed my life. 
      

      I’d driven down the mountain, hugging the twisting 
			canyon walls of Flagstaff Road—carefully avoiding the five-hundred-foot 
			drop into the ravine below—into Boulder, Colorado, then down 12th Street, 
			past its huge nineteenth-century homes, onto Pearl Street, finally angle-parking 
			in at Trident, a used bookstore and coffee shop—one that had existed 
			long before Barnes-and-Noble took that dark, espresso poetry, cleaned 
			it up, made it brighter, and expressed it, half suburbia, half yuppie, 
			with only a hint still remaining of shadowed, university revolutionaries 
			and poets in the wooden background, into half the world’s consciousness.
			

      I stopped a minute on the sidewalk to look at the 
			books comfortably standing, covers slightly akimbo, on the scattered, 
			staggered-level, blue-cloth-draped platforms behind the plateglass windows 
			of the store, then grabbed the brass handle on the dark door and pulled 
			it open. The smell of old books swirled over me blending subtly with 
			the aromas of French roast coffee and cinnamon and years of human beings 
			hunched over tables and textbooks and broken hearts, finding solace 
			as millions have done before them in words of the long dead who had 
			themselves once felt this sun’s light and breathed this same air.
			

      I wandered the book-lined canyons, lingering in the 
			safety of nineteenth-century literature, sunning myself in the warmth 
			of ancient philosophers, stopping briefly near poets who called me in 
			brilliant, diamond-edged language, and grazed gladly among the shelves 
			of science fiction, until I drifted into the half-dream state all old 
			bookstores—and most libraries—can evoke. Time slowed and in some sort 
			of half-waking, half-sleeping state I felt myself pulled to the special 
			bookcase that towered behind the checkout counter. Some special gravity 
			found only in such unique mind states, folded the space around one particular 
			book, shifted light waves, until it was all I could see. I stretched, 
			gathered the book off the shelf, took it in my hands, and opened the 
			front cover of I Sing the Body Electric. There, in his trademark 
			blue-felt-tip scrawl, covering half the page, was Ray Bradbury’s signature. 
			I reached out and touched the page—and felt a thrill go through me. 
			Ten dollars seemed absurdly cheap and I gladly paid the money. 

      As I write these words, I stop, reach over, and take 
			the book from the case in front of me. It’s still as fresh and new as 
			the day I found it. I touch the page once more and again I feel that 
			thrill run through my body. Then I slowly flip the pages and find the 
			lines Walt Whitman wrote so long ago, the lines that Bradbury took for 
			his title: 

      
        I sing the body electric;
      

      
        The armies of those I love engirth me, and I engirth them;
      

      
        They will not let me off till I go with them, respond to them,
      

      
        and discorrupt them,
      

      
        and charge them full with the charge of the soul.
      

      There are times, I swear there are times, when something 
			grabs hold of us and takes us places we would never have gone otherwise. 
			Some magic thing took hold of me that day and only in the rearview mirror 
			of middle age can I see its ghostly hand on my shoulder. 

      A few days later I traveled down the mountain again, 
			parking farther up Pearl Street at the rambling, heavy-beamed Stage 
			House II. The building is two stories tall, the books not only on scores 
			of shelves along the downstairs walls but also upstairs along the balcony 
			running three sides of the enormous store, and in the aisles and on 
			every conceivable surface—stacked staggering, drunken, leaning against 
			all odds into some force of gravity that only used bookstore owners 
			know. 

      There, disguised as an old book, half-hidden among 
			the scruffy remains of abandoned magazines and travel guides, was a 
			novel by H. G. Wells. I opened it at random and caught glimpses of strange 
			landscapes and nineteenth-century lives. I turned from the time-distorted 
			language, flipped to the front of the book, and found that it, too, 
			was signed. I reached out, tentatively this time, letting my fingers 
			rest lightly upon that place Wells had touched so long ago. Something 
			seemed to flow into me from the page, some living essence, as if I had 
			dipped my hand in a flowing stream and for a moment some strange current 
			was catching at my fingers. It pulled on me, took my hand, and murmured 
			to some deep part of me, “Come, come and follow me.” With difficulty 
			I pulled my fingers off the page, stared at it a moment, then closed 
			the book and set it back on the shelf. I stood bemused, feeling the 
			pull, wanting to follow it, yet not understanding what it wanted, why 
			I was so strongly affected by these unknown currents. 

      With an effort, I broke the spell and wandered upstairs. 
			The section along the west wall was filled with books on poetry, mysteries, 
			science fiction, and fantasy. Letting my eyes go soft focused, the titles 
			and bright spines flowed into me like some kind of food. One book stood 
			out and I reached out slowly and took it off the shelf. It was a first 
			edition of Earthlight by Arthur C. Clarke, published, I later 
			discovered, in an absurdly small hardcover print run in 1955 when Ballantine 
			was just a small press few had heard of. The book was nearly perfect, 
			the dust jacket like new. I felt drawn to it, some part of me wanted 
			that book even though I didn’t know the title well, didn’t particularly 
			desire to read it. I glanced through it, flipping the pages slowly. 
			Reluctantly, I put it back on the shelf, and in a kind of dream, drove 
			home. 

      The next week I received a catalogue of rare and 
			out-of-print science fiction and fantasy from Lloyd Currey in Elizabethtown, 
			New York. There were hundreds of signed, and unsigned books, by so many 
			of the writers I loved. Flipping the pages, I noticed scores by Arthur 
			Clarke, found Earthlight and glanced at the price, 600 (1985) 
			dollars. My brain went black; I seemed to remember an entirely different 
			price on the one at the bookstore. I drove back down the mountain, slipped 
			into the store and up the stairs to the science fiction section, pulled 
			the book off the shelf. I snuck the price catalogue out of my pocket, 
			hurriedly found the page, stared at it. $600. Looked at the price lightly 
			penciled on the front free endpaper of the book. $60. Must be a typo 
			in the catalogue I kept thinking. I went outside, called Currey on the 
			phone. After a few rings, he answered in that grumpy voice I would come to know so well, “L. W. 
			Currey.” 

      “Uh, hi. Ummm. Do you have a first edition of Earthlight by 
			Arthur C. Clarke?” 

      “Yes.” 

      “How much is it?” 

      “$600.” 

      “Uh, thanks,” I said and hung up, then stood a minute, thinking. 

      Went back in the store. Snuck upstairs. Picked up the book. Stood uncertain, trembling. Took a deep breath, carried it downstairs, 
			picking up the Wells on the way. I placed the books on the counter, 
			feeling like a thief, trying to keep my eyes calm, trying not to blush 
			or look away. The clerk walked over. 

      “Help you?” 

      “Uh, I’m interested in these books but they are a little much for 
			me. Can you offer a discount?” 

      The guy behind the counter, balding, glasses perched low on the end 
			of his nose, glanced keenly at my face, opened the books, took a look 
			at the prices. “$100 and $60.” He paused to think for a minute. “Yeah, 
			sure. Twenty percent off.” 

      I mumbled something, took out my checkbook, began to write. Tried hard to keep my hands from shaking. 

      I felt a hand grabbing my shoulder all the way to the car. 

      The rare book game is an addiction, an endless Easter egg hunt, an 
			exciting adventure, and a constant swimming in the transcendent world 
			of language, printing, storytelling, storytellers, and the human solace 
			and wisdom that can be found in books. If you are ever touched by it, 
			it pulls you in, and, for a time, you can think of, do, nothing else.
			

      I was not immune. I began to haunt used and rare bookstores. 

      Back then, Book Row in Denver was a collection of adjoining stores 
			on Colfax Avenue a few miles east of the capital building. In the midst 
			of bad restaurants, street prostitutes, drug dealers, Salvation Army 
			stores, antique shops, and decrepit clothing outlets was one block on 
			the south side of the street dedicated to used books. The stores began 
			with Michael Grano’s and Steve Wilson’s Kugleman and Bent and ended 
			with John Dunning’s Old Algonquin bookstore. In between these bookends 
			was a collection of stores that traveled the spectrum from nice, if 
			spare, to heaped collections of rotting, rain-soaked books in a store 
			I never found open in seven years of regular trips to the Row. 

      Rumor had it, romantic it seemed to me then, that 
			Grano and Wilson, one or both of them, had been motorcycle-riding, leather-clothed 
			wild men, possibly heroin addicts. Wilson had once been a dedicated 
			alcoholic (they said) who still had a first edition (in dust jacket) 
			of the Alcoholics Anonymous handbook. Grano was charming, loquacious, 
			and possessed a seemingly inexhaustible knowledge of books, their first 
			edition points, value, and marketability. Wilson was towering, black-bearded, 
			wild-eyed, less talkative—both of them showing the wear and tear of 
			years spent too close to the bone. Because they were always short of 
			cash for the store rent, my ready checkbook and raw enthusiasm for rare 
			and unusual first editions were very welcome. 

      The day I first arrived in their shop they had just 
			bought the entire collection of an early, Denver-based, science fiction 
			publisher. Grano pulled out some gems: one of only three copies of Merritt’s
			The Black Wheel bound with The Fox Woman and the Blue Pagoda
			and the original cover art for Frank Belknapp Long’s The Horror 
			from the Hills. I bought them all. Then I made my way down to the 
			Old Algonquin where I could see John Dunning through the plateglass 
			window, his back to the street, huge frame oozing over the stool, elbows 
			on counter, head on hands, eyes scanning AB Bookman’s Weekly. 
			Back in those days, of course, he wasn’t on the bestseller lists, wasn’t 
			selling a half-million copies a year, was just a writer down in the 
			trenches like all of us. Getting up at 3 a.m. to write, eating breakfast 
			at 6, scouting antique stores, the Salvation Army, and early-opening 
			bookstores before unlocking the doors to his store at 10. He worked 
			till 5, closed the shop, scouted books again on the way home, ate dinner, 
			and went to bed. Repeated it the next day. 

      He had some great books and that first visit I bought 
			a lot of them. Sitting on the shelf is one I still have. The Complete 
			Stories and Poems of Edgar Allen Poe in two volumes, the Alfred 
			A. Knopf edition of 1946, both volumes fine in jackets—a beautiful set. 
			His tiny writing, penciled at the top of the front free endpaper, notes: 
			“two volume set, 1st thus.” On page 72 is Poe’s immortal “The Raven,” 
			which, ten years later, John turned into one of the best mysteries ever written: The Bookman’s 
			Wake. But back then, of course, he was in his long, ten-year dry 
			spell and had almost given up on writing. He spent his days learning 
			the rare book game, sitting, along with the rest of us, at the feet 
			of Grano and Wilson, just trying to keep a roof over his family’s head 
			and food on the table. 

      That first day in his shop he pulled himself off 
			the stool, towered over my near-six-foot frame, shook my hand, and said, 
			“As you can tell, I rarely miss a meal.” Then he patted his stomach 
			and grinned. 

      As the years went by we became friends and he told 
			me stories—of his years at The Denver Post, how he started out 
			sweeping the floor and ended up being the Post’s lead investigative 
			reporter, of even earlier times when he worked the racetrack circuit 
			as a walker, and, of course, all about being a writer and what it’s 
			really like for most of us who decide to do this strange thing of weaving 
			meaning-filled words together into a living fabric filled with dreams.
			

      I remember one year when a bunch of us—Grano, Wilson, 
			John, and some others whose faces and names have been lost in the wasteland 
			of middle age—were on the road someplace, perhaps in Los Angeles at 
			its great antiquarian book fair. We were at dinner, each of us telling 
			stories of the rare book game, and into a pause John cleared his throat 
			and said, “Here’s a great one.” And then he paused, making sure he had 
			our attention. 

      “I was in L.A., scouting books, and wandered into 
			a great store. The owner was one of the old bookmen, been around 
			forever, and I struck up a conversation. We talked about the trade awhile 
			and then he started telling me about this one book he’d sold recently.
			

      “An old guy, tall and thin, with a shock of white 
			hair above an incredibly lined, ancient face came into the shop one 
			day. 

      “The bell above the door tinkles as the old guy enters 
			the store, then he stands there a minute, blinking his eyes, letting 
			them adjust to the gloom of the shop. He begins to glance around, sees 
			the owner there, walks over to the glass counter, and pauses uncertainly.
			

      “The owner smiles at him and says, ‘Hi. Can I help 
			you?’ 

      “And the old guy says, ‘Yes, I hope so,’ and clears 
			his throat, a bit nervous. 

      “ ‘Well, you see,’ he says glancing at the bookman’s 
			face a bit timidly, ‘there is this book I am looking for. My mother 
			used to read it to me when I was young. I haven’t thought about it in 
			many years, but at this point in my life it is beginning to take on 
			great importance to me. I want to read it again, once more, before I 
			die.’ 

      “The old bookman looks at him, waits a minute, and 
			seeing that the old guy isn’t going to say anything else, asks him, 
			‘Well, what book is it?’ And the old guy tells him. 

      “ ‘Oh,’ the bookman says, ‘I know that book. And though 
			I do get it from time to time, I don’t have one now. It’s not 
			an expensive book but it is a little uncommon.’ 

      “At this the old man’s expression falls and the bookman 
			sees this and says, ‘Would you like me to do a book search for you?’ 

      “The guy looks up hopefully, nods his head. ‘Oh, yes,’ he says. 

      “So, the bookman takes his name and address and phone number and the guy leaves.” 

      Now most people, when they hear that a bookstore 
			is going to do a book search for them have an image, difficult to avoid, 
			of a fleet of little cars out back of the store with guys in black suits 
			and ties, just waiting to search out hard-to-find books. When an order 
			comes in, the thinking goes, they spread out over the country looking 
			for just your book. The truth is much more pedestrian. What actually 
			happened (in those days before the Internet) is that all those requests 
			for book searches were thrown in a drawer. When enough of them accumulated 
			the store owner would take out an ad in AB Bookman’s, a used 
			and rare book magazine that listed books wanted and books for sale. 
			Used book store owners around the country, a few collectors, and some 
			of the more solvent book scouts subscribed to the magazine, read it 
			when business was slow and, if they had one of the books listed, would 
			send out a postcard saying they had the book, its condition and cost, 
			and that they would hold it awhile if the advertiser was interested.
			

      “So,” John goes on, “The bookman eventually takes 
			out an ad in Bookman’s. A couple of weeks, maybe a month, goes 
			by and he gets this postcard, from Iowa or someplace, from a book scout, 
			saying that he has a copy of the book. Pretty nice copy, previous owner’s 
			inscription on the first page, and not too expensive.” 

      Now, as all of us at the table knew, book scouts are the only form of life, besides cockroaches, that can survive a direct 
			nuclear attack. They are often marginal people, many times homeless, 
			who generally got started as scouts when passing a garage sale one day. 
			“Hardback Books, 50 cents” the sign says and they happen to have three 
			dollars. So, they pick out six nice-looking books and take them down 
			to the used bookstore, which buys them for twelve dollars, and they’re 
			hooked for life. Oddly enough, these guys often get very good at it 
			and although they travel alone, they sometimes show up in large numbers 
			at Salvation Army stores and garage sales, fighting each other over 
			books they think they can sell. And once or perhaps twice a year they 
			find a great book. A first of Gone With the Wind or an early 
			Stephen King, perhaps a first edition Salem’s Lot in the very 
			rare first-state dust jacket, books worth many thousands of dollars. 
			But usually it’s just three dollars into twelve dollars. 

      “So,” John continues, “the old bookman calls this 
			guy and says, ‘We’ve managed to locate a copy of the book you wanted.’ 
			He tells him the price and says, ‘Would you like me to order it for 
			you?’ And the old guy says, ‘yes.’ 

      “Then, in a couple of weeks, the book arrives. The 
			bookman calls the guy and says, ‘Your book is here.’ And the old guy 
			tells him he’ll be right over. 

      “Now this bookman has a great sense of style and 
			he cleans off the glass counter top and sets the book just so in the 
			middle of the glass and pretty soon he hears a car pull up in front 
			of the store, the car door slams, and the shop door opens. The little 
			bell tinkles and the bookman looks over to see the old guy standing 
			like before, eyes blinking, getting used to the gloom of the store.
			

      “Well, the old guy, once his eyes have adjusted, 
			turns to the bookman and starts over. Then he sees the book there on 
			the counter and stops in his tracks. Slowly, as if in a dream, he walks 
			over and reaches out for the book. His hands are trembling a little 
			and just before he touches the book, he looks up at the bookman and 
			his eyes are a bit moist. He looks back down again, picks up the book, 
			and slowly opens it.” 

      Here John pauses, picks up his water glass, and drinks 
			thirstily. 

      “And . . . ,” one of us finally says. 

      “Well,” says John, “there, on the first page, is 
			his mother’s name.” 

      John stretched and grinned. “God,” he said. “I love 
			this life. There are times that will break your heart, but then something 
			like this happens . . . ” 

      And then we all shuffled in our seats and cleared 
			our throats and tried to pretend that we hadn’t felt goose bumps when 
			we heard the story, hadn’t been as moved as we were, and the evening 
			ran on and we went back to sell at the convention and Grano and Wilson 
			disappeared into the bowels of Denver and John went on to the bestseller 
			lists and I ended up in southwestern New Mexico, writing about that 
			moment in time, a moment that touched me and pulled me even deeper into 
			a world that people have known as long as they have known language.
			

      I bought and sold rare books and manuscripts for 
			five years in Denver and Boulder before I began writing myself but I’ve 
			never lost my love for a book signed by someone whose work has deeply 
			touched me. 

      The wall in front of me is covered by the writers 
			I love and who have given me the gift of their thoughts and their company. 
			Across from me is a signed photograph of John Gardner, black motorcycle 
			jacket half-zipped, white-blond hair down to his shoulders, and that 
			stare and set of mouth that seems to be saying, “Did you sell out yet?” 
			(Usually, but not always, I can tell him, “No, not yet.”) Just below 
			him is George Bernard Shaw, scowling, and in fading yet still-insistent 
			ink is his signature with the comment: “Yours out of all patience.” 
			(When I start to sell out, when I start to write only for the money, 
			for some reason my eyes always see that one first.) Over there is an 
			original manuscript leaf from Mark Twain’s The Gilded Age, written 
			in ink in Twain’s hand, and most wonderfully, his ink-smudged thumb 
			prints on the edges of the page. Just under that are some heavily corrected 
			manuscript pages from George Bird Grinnell’s writings about the antelope 
			herds in Yellowstone Park, written years before he got Glacier Park 
			protected as wilderness. Here are some of Robert Bly’s first tentative 
			translations of Kabir, typed on an old manual typewriter, corrected 
			in his illegible scrawl. There, Walt Whitman stands, peering intently, 
			white beard flowing, aged as old oak, with his card inscribed “from 
			the author.” Edward Abbey and R. Crumb stare out at me from Moab Park 
			in Utah, Crumb in his trademark hat, holding his infamous notebook, 
			looking like a refugee from the 1950s. Abbey is desert taking on human 
			form, face a craggy expression of stone and sand and sun, of silent 
			places and wilderness, of the battering that all writers suffer if they 
			don’t quit. And Ambrose Bierce too, young and handsome, eyes reflecting 
			the horrors of Civil War, not yet the bitter man who would go seeking 
			Pancho Villa. 

      From them comes some odd, strange current of life 
			force. It spills from the walls, flows into this room, onto this desk, 
			and then back into the past, carrying part of me with it. And it flows 
			into the future, surging outward, from the living touch of their pen 
			to paper, flowing through this moment in time, passing through me, (and 
			now you) during this life, on its way. 

      All of us writers, living and dead, are caught up 
			in that current, part of some great movement, some strange craft whose 
			magic captured us one day when we weren’t consciously looking and pulled 
			us into a world that we might never have found on our own. 

      Now I look over and see Barry Lopez gazing out at 
			me from a stand of trees and I read the signed typescript . . . 

      
        Those that we revere as our great teachers, from 
			a certain distance, were faithful. They did not break faith with their 
			beliefs, they remained dedicated to something outside the self. As far 
			as we know, they never became the enemies of their souls or memories.
			
      

      And as I read it I wonder, as I sometimes do: Will 
			I have the courage to do the same? It is a question that must be answered 
			each day of a writer’s life. For there are none of us that are exempt 
			from the pressures that go with writing, none who are not subjected 
			to the siren call of money, or New York, or success, or of our work 
			(or ourselves) being liked, or even the sometimes-years-long hope of 
			finally being published . . . someday . . . someday . . . please someday.
			

    

  
    
      CHAPTER TWO 
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      The Secret All Beginning Writers Want to Know

      
        Though learning to write takes time and a great 
			deal of practice, writing up to the world’s ordinary standards is fairly 
			easy. As a matter of fact, most of the books one finds in drugstores, 
			supermarkets, and even small-town public libraries are not well written 
			at all; a smart chimp with a good creative-writing teacher and a real 
			love of sitting around banging a typewriter could have written books 
			vastly more entertaining and elegant. . . . For the serious young writer 
			who wants to get published, it is encouraging to know that most of the 
			professional writers out there are push-overs. 
      

      JOHN GARDNER 

      The people I’ve known who wanted to become writers, 
			knowing what it meant, did become writers. . . . True artists, whatever 
			smiling faces they may show you, are obsessive, driven people.  

      JOHN GARDNER 

      
        Anything will give up its secrets if you love it enough. 
      

      GEORGE WASHINGTON CARVER 

      There are two secrets all beginning writers want 
			to know, though most of them don’t realize there are two. The one discussed 
			most often is: “How do I get published?” It’s an important question 
			but there is a lot more to it than “send out proposals.” 

      Although it cannot be seen with the eye, there is 
			a wall between the writer and the nonwriter. It is perhaps three feet 
			thick, composed of the psychic equivalent of plexiglass. Sometimes it 
			feels so physical—for those of us who have not yet been published—that 
			you can almost put your hand out and touch it, run your fingers over 
			its surface. All beginning writers know of its existence. They know 
			they are on the wrong side and they want desperately to be on the other 
			side of that wall: “I have a book I’m writing. How do I get it published?”
			

      The answer is very simple really, though there is 
			a price to pay for using it. And that price makes its execution very 
			hard indeed. 

      1. The first and most important thing is to recognize the existence of the wall. 


      This one is easy, most of us destined to be writers feel it every day of our unpublished lives. 

      2. The second is the desire, more than anything else, to be on the other side of that wall. 

      This is an indication of your call to the craft; 
			there are easier ways to make tens of dollars. The desire must be of 
			the category: more than anything else. Though, of course, this 
			does not mean giving up the qualities of character that the kind of 
			writer I am talking about in this book must have. “More than anything 
			else” means more than being safe, more than working solely for money, 
			more than social respect or cultural acceptance, more than not being 
			afraid, more than not being rude (all writers are rude), more than being 
			lazy, more than not engaging in self-reflection, more than not thinking. 
			More than all those things. And still more. 

      3. The third thing you must do is to apply pressure on the wall. And this pressure must be unrelenting, that is, you can 	never let up. 

      The pressure is created by blending the passion of 
			your unmet desire with your directed will. This combined force must 
			be channeled into the never-ever-stopping writing that you send out 
			for publication. Mere writing, without the power of your will behind 
			it, is insufficient to break through the wall. Desire without this angry 
			determination is not enough. You must combine the two into a potent, 
			directed force that allows of no defeat. It is what some martial arts 
			adepts call indomitable will. True artists really are obsessive, 
			driven people. They have to be to succeed. They must be capable, continually, 
			of focused insistence. 

      We press against the universe around us in our quest 
			to find success as a writer, complaining endlessly but never stopping. 
			The constant pressure eventually causes an opening, though it is impossible 
			to predict where that opening will occur. The path we take as writers 
			comes from following these fate-determined openings. And that path shapes 
			our experience and later descriptions of the writing life. All the many 
			descriptions you have read of that life are necessarily a description 
			of the destiny that awaited that particular writer. If they won 
			the writing lottery (Stephen King) their life story will appear one 
			way. If they labored in obscurity for a decade (John Gardner) or longer 
			(John Dunning) the story they tell will be entirely different. Nevertheless, 
			all of them put pressure on the wall and they did not stop. 

      If you keep the pressure up long enough, eventually 
			the wall will begin to crack. Eventually, always, an opening, will 
			appear. However, you cannot control where or when it occurs. As 
			William Stafford observed, “Dawn comes, and it comes for all, but not 
			on demand.” 

      4. Fourth: when an opening appears, you must force 
			your way through it. 

      Please understand that many people do not like the 
			appearance of the crack that opens (you may not yourself ), are uncertain 
			about that tiny, claustrophobic opening, do not like its sharp edges, 
			and back off. (“We like your book History of the Windsor Knot and would like to publish it but would like some changes. Can you rewrite 
			it without the necktie?”) Regrettably, going into the opening is essential.
			

      You must force your way through. It’s a painful process, 
			the edges of the opening are sharp and a lot of your skin—your 
			old life even—is scraped off during the journey. You begin then to understand 
			an important truth: To become a writer you must shed your skin.
			The process itself demands it. Those who refuse to do so fail of 
			ever writing anything meaningful, perhaps fail of ever being published. 
			It is not a failure of talent but of courage. 

      It takes great courage to take the first trembling 
			steps as a writer in open view of publishers and editors, most of whom 
			do not understand what it means to be a writer, courage to become defenseless 
			inside the work, to write what is in you to write, rather than 
			what society or acclaim or empty bank accounts tell you to write.
			

      You must follow the path that opens to you and you 
			must never stop. And it will demand that you shed your skin, over and 
			over and over again. Your skin must be shed for that skin is 
			not the skin of a writer; it is the skin of whatever you were before.
			

      It takes more than one book to make it through that 
			wall. 

      5. And fifth, trust that the things you feel, 
			that insist they be said, are there inside you, pushing on you, for 
			a reason, Trust that there are people out there that need to hear those 
			things, just as much as you need to say them. Understand that, as Antonio 
			Machado said, “My feeling is not only mine, but ours.” Trust 
			the thing that leads you on and the writing to which it takes you.
			

      Although it’s hard to believe in yourself in this 
			way in the beginning, it is crucial. For the things you have to say, 
			that are unique to you, are held someplace deep inside the feelings 
			you have that have led you to the craft and that continue to lead you 
			on. If you follow those feelings, trust the sense of the right that 
			is in you, the voice that is insisting on taking written form, you will 
			be original in your work. You will be speaking from the territory in 
			which you live, in which your deepest feelings reside. And in 
			touching the deepest feelings inside you, you will also touch everyone 
			and anyone who encounters your work. (This doesn’t mean, however, that 
			they will like your work, merely that they will rarely be indifferent.)
			

      If you do trust yourself in this way, you will find—in 
			the future, when it matters most—that you were faithful to who you really 
			are and, as a result, you never became the enemy of your soul or memories. 
			Then, when people buy your books, if you have trusted yourself, trusted 
			that thing inside you, you will experience one of the greatest joys 
			I have ever known: making a living by being who you genuinely are at 
			the deepest core of your being. 

      Doing these things will take you through the wall. 
			Eventually. And when you finally emerge on the other side you will find 
			that it is true, as you have always known it would be, that you are 
			different than you were before. You will find that in some important 
			way you have changed. 

      There are obstacles, of course. You must understand 
			at the outset that almost no one will encourage you in becoming a writer 
			or in making the journey through the wall (and this will include many 
			writers). Almost no one will understand what you are doing or why. Almost 
			no one will understand what you will lose in the journey or what you 
			will gain. It is a process of transformation, a learning to live from 
			a certain truth of soul rather than the more common truth of culture. 
			Because most people live from the truth of culture, they can’t,
			by orientation, understand what you are doing or why. You will find 
			that this shift in orientation on your part is a bit unsettling 
			to those who are not shifting along with you. Something mythic is entering 
			your life, something beyond culture. So, you will hardly ever be able 
			to talk with others about what is happening to you as you undergo this 
			rite of passage, as you are subsumed into this lineage, as you learn 
			to inhabit the word. And to make it harder, in the beginning 
			you will receive a lot of unasked for discouragement. 

      Generally, the discouragement will look like this 
			. . . 

      
        	Everyone you know and meet will suddenly 
					reveal to you that they are a writer, too, although even in 
					your nascent state you can look at them and generally tell they 
					are not. You know how the wall feels and how its absence feels 
					(and how the touch of the mythic feels as well) and that sensitivity 
					of feeling tells you that these people are not writers (even 
					though they may be typists of words). Nevertheless, they will 
					talk earnestly about themselves and their writing and what they 
					will eventually do when they are famous. Sometimes they will 
					confide to you that they are saving all their letters so that 
					a collected volume can be issued posthumously. You will usually 
					be unable to share any of your own hopes, dreams, aspirations, or difficulties 
					during this “sharing.” 

        	For some reason, no one really understands why, 
				a large number of people will make it their job to quash the tiny 
				flame of hope you have lit within yourself. A great many people 
				will inform you that what you want to write about is uninteresting, 
				will not sell, and that you will never make enough money to support 
				yourself as a writer. Family, many acquisition editors, and close 
				friends generally fall into this category, although they can sometimes 
				respond absent-mindedly with “that’s nice honey” or, when guests 
				are visiting, “tell them about your little project.”
				

        	Editors, publishers, agents (and sometimes writing 
				teachers—in or out of MFA programs) will many times be rude, uncomplimentary, 
				and cold about your submissions or your work. Half to two-thirds 
				will simply send you a form rejection letter. One-eighth will never 
				respond at all. Another eighth will go out of their way to tell 
				you that you are the lowest, most miserable excuse for a writer 
				they have ever had the displeasure of encountering. They will tell 
				you to never give up your day job. They will explain in a variety 
				of ways why your particular interests will never sell even if you 
				are the last writer on Earth and all other books have been burned 
				up in a nuclear war and none of the survivors will have anything 
				to read unless you write it. Perhaps one-eighth will actually respond 
				with something approaching human feelings. Very rarely you will 
				receive an incredibly kind, handwritten rejection to a submission. 
				You should save these; you will need them when things are bad.
				

        	Real writers whom you approach socially will 
				generally be disinclined to talk to you or respond at all because: 
				a) everyone they know and have met has said they are a writer, too, 
				and they are really tired of hearing it; b) They have been asked 
				for advice since they sold their first book and having eagerly given 
				it they were then told by too many I-am-going-to-be-a-writer-too’s 
				that their advice is wrong, or the advice was not taken, or it wasn’t 
				believed, or they were blamed for it later, or it turned out (usually 
				the case) that the person was not really serious about being a writer—their 
				foray into the writing field was only some sort of personal growth 
				exploration and the writer wasted a lot of her time, which she 
				does not have enough of anyway, trying to help them. 
			So most writers will tell you how hard it is and that you probably won’t 
			make money or they will smile and say, “that’s nice, honey” with an 
			abstracted look on their face and will change the subject, or leave 
			as soon as they can reasonably do so. 

      

      But if you persevere, you will eventually find someone 
			who believes in you and will offer useful advice (much of which will 
			irritate you). More, that person will pass into you the living essence 
			of this lineage that writers carry, that you have been touched by in 
			the books you have read, whose presence you have felt stirring inside 
			you since the day you were born, this thing that will not let you rest. 
			It is something that, in the midst of words, is passed in silence—from 
			one generation of writers to the next. In that moment of transference, 
			you will be immersed in dark waters, the touch of a living writer’s 
			hand on your brow. You will never know how or where or when you will 
			meet that person. But you will, eventually, meet. 

      It always happens sideways, when you are doing something 
			else. It’s rarely recognized for what it is when it begins to happen. 
			The deep you has cried out and the universe has responded; it is then 
			that your real apprenticeship begins. And that apprenticeship, ultimately, 
			has little to do with techniques of the craft; it has to do with something 
			else entirely. 

      In that moment of transference, the real secret that 
			all beginning writers want to know begins to be revealed, slow as that 
			revelation will be. It is the answer to a question that all of us who 
			are driven to be writers have wanted to know from the first conscious 
			stirrings of the craft inside us: “How can I be a writer, too?” In that 
			moment something begins to be transferred from the older writer 
			to the younger, some invisible that is at the heart of the craft, 
			some feeling sense or state of mind that is essential 
			to the work. And it is that something that is at the core of 
			what it means to be a writer, someone who desires to be more than a 
			typist of words. It has nothing to do with technique and it never has.
			

      The answer, though, is rarely as direct or comprehensive 
			as the young writer wishes it to be, in part because he does not really 
			understand what it is he is asking. He is feeling his way toward the 
			question, asking it as best he can, but it is coming from someplace 
			deeper in the self than his conscious mind. And even though many writers 
			intuitively understand what is being asked, the question is rarely answered 
			directly, for, oddly enough, most writers don’t understand how they 
			do what they do. They don’t really understand how to answer the 
			question, at least not in words. 

      Most writers feel their way into the craft, 
			one slow step at a time, just as the young writer is feeling his way 
			into the question. Writers know what they do, they just can’t tell you 
			how they do it. And many of them, though they won’t say so, are also 
			a bit afraid of talking too much about what it is that they do do. They 
			don’t want to disturb the balance they have found by inquiring into 
			it too deeply or by talking out loud about it too much. We are, at core, 
			a superstitious bunch. 

      So, the question, if it is answered at all, is almost 
			always answered wrongly, much to the frustration of the young writer. 
			The answers given usually have more to do with techniques of writing, 
			or how to prepare proposals, or how to approach publishers, or how to 
			deal with the depression of nonsuccess. Much easier questions on the 
			whole. Show don’t tell, they are told, or Cut the adjectives
			or Don’t give up. But the question answered is not the question 
			being asked; it has never been the question asked. The question is more 
			accurately something like this: “Something more than you comes through 
			you and onto the page. I can feel it. How do you do it? Can you 
			tell me how I can do it, too?” 

      That is the question and it is the most important 
			question of all. It is the real secret that all beginning writers want 
			to know. 

      The ancient Greeks knew writers entered a real, imaginal 
			realm when they wrote and that they encountered the mythic there. They 
			knew there was something more than the merely human involved. Writers, 
			artists of all kinds, enter a particular kind of dreaming state as they 
			create and something from out there, from some other place, comes 
			into and through them. Writers inhabit an older world, or perhaps it 
			is more accurate to say that their dreaming is a bridge between two 
			worlds, or perhaps even that their dreaming allows them access to an 
			ancient, imaginal realm filled with myth and that their writing is an 
			account of what they find there—perhaps it is all three. Writers begin 
			in this normal everyday world in which we live when we think we are 
			awake, and they move, as a way of life, into another, one that is, as 
			Homer intimately understood, filled with powers all of us have been 
			told no longer exist. 

      In our time the recognition of that world has fallen 
			out of favor in the fluorescent glare of reductionist literalisms (making 
			it even harder to answer the question). Cultural injunctions may embarrass 
			people into not speaking of that other world but they can never be prohibited 
			from feeling the impact of it. And it is this that all new writers want 
			to know. “How do I do that? How do I enter that dreaming state? 
			How do I let those things flow through me and into what I write? How 
			do I journey into that ancient world so I can experience it for myself? 
			How do I become a writer, too?” 

      The rest of this book is an answer to that question.
			

      For those of us who are meant to be writers, this 
			is a mythic journey and a mythic profession. We learn how to intentionally 
			dream and by dreaming enter mythic realms in order to write what we 
			write. For our work to approach art, we must learn how to let the mythic 
			flow through us and onto the page. Unimpeded. And we must respond, when 
			we are called to do so, to the new generations of writers who follow 
			us. For in each generation the truths, archetypes, and mythic images 
			that flow through us, through this lineage we carry, must be renewed 
			by emerging generations, in new language for a new time. The work we 
			do is only loaned for a time, the lineage we carry must be passed on.
			

      If you persevere you will meet a living writer who 
			will pass it on to you. It will happen sideways, as it did for me with 
			John Dunning. And I will tell you now what he told me then: “You must 
			want to be a writer very much to become one, but you can become 
			one and you can be good.” 

    

  
    
      II

      
        
          Inhabiting the Word
        

        
          I watched a woman being interviewed. She sat in 
			a wheelchair because she was elderly and feeble. She said that she was 
			dead for she had lost her heart. The psychiatrist asked her to place 
			her hand over her breast to feel her heart beating: it must be there 
			if she could feel its beat. “That,” she said, “ is not my real heart.”
			
        

        JAMES HILLMAN 

        
          You must find the living pulse of the spirit.
        

        ANTONIO MACHADO 

        
          He learned his art the only way an artist ever learns, by probing the secrets of his own vast heart. 
        

        JOHN DUNNING 

        
          You don’t become a better chair maker. The chair becomes better. 
        

        BEN MIKAELSEN 

      

    

  
    
      CHAPTER THREE 

      
        [image: image]
      

      On the Art of Nonfiction

      
        The average critic never recognizes an achievement 
			when it happens. He explains it after it has become respectable. . . 
			. I have been fortunate to escape what has been called “that form of 
			snobbery which can accept the Literature of Entertainment in the Past, 
			but only the Literature of Enlightenment in the Present.” 
      

      RAYMOND CHANDLER 

      
        There are no vital and significant forms of art; there is only art, and precious little of that. 
      

      RAYMOND CHANDLER 

      
        How to study the outer world without losing inward 
			richness—that is the issue Rilke and Ponge lived. If we look only at 
			our problems, Machado said, the inner world dissolves; if we look only 
			at the world, it begins to dissolve. If we want to create art, we have 
			to stitch together the inner world and the outer world. 
      

      ROBERT BLY 

      Many people think that nonfiction is easier to write 
			than fiction. They’re wrong but it is easy to understand why they think 
			so. Mostly, it’s because the majority of nonfiction writers take the 
			easy way out and produce poor work. It isn’t so much a failure of the 
			form but a misunderstanding of the nature of the form. Perhaps too, it’s a failure of 
			character combined with poor habits of mind—laziness and the statistical 
			mentality as the forces governing their nonfictional crafting; dissociated 
			mentation never makes good reading. 

      It is true that poor nonfiction is easier to craft 
			than good nonfiction. That poverty of execution, however, is often projected 
			onto the genre itself as innate to it. The thinking goes, perhaps, something 
			like this: it’s just an argument they are making in nonfiction, a discussion. 
			It’s not a story. And besides there is already something there to work 
			with, you don’t have to create it, whole cloth, from nothing. A man’s 
			life, the event or events that resulted in the car crash, the research 
			that led to the new discovery, are already there, just waiting to be 
			written. So the nonfictional form is really not much different than 
			a governmental form you have to fill out, just a bit longer and with 
			no real creativity involved. 

      Fiction, many proponents of the writing craft think, 
			is substantially different, and not only because it is writer-created 
			from the first word, generated somehow out of the depths of the writer’s 
			imagination. There is also the belief that fiction involves a unique 
			kind of analogical thinking, that fiction writers think their way through 
			and into a kind of deep truth (or truths) that can only be revealed 
			and expressed through the sideways, never-to-be-exactly-grasped, experience 
			of analogical thinking and the fictional dreaming it generates. And 
			in this process, the assumption goes, deeper archetypes, transformed 
			myth, symbol, and theme, (perhaps story itself), emerge that can only 
			be found and experienced through that specific kind of analogical thinking, 
			exploring, and creating. 

      If the kind of nonfiction being discussed is how-to 
			or self-help most people believe it is an even easier form to produce, 
			even less generated out of analogical thought. A book on plumbing is 
			pretty simple (they think), you got the house, you got the rooms, you 
			got the people. So, there are a certain number of sinks, toilets, bathtubs, 
			and showers and all the inflow and outflow lines they connect to. There 
			are a few different types of pipe and a few different ways to join them 
			together. Such writing (it is supposed) is no more difficult or challenging 
			than making up a grocery list. A to B to C. And 
			yeah, that kind of book can be, and often is, written in just that simplistic 
			a manner. And yeah, they are often as boring as hell. As William Stafford’s 
			mother once said about some acquaintances, “They are so boring you get 
			tired of them even when they’re not around.” 

      But they don’t have to be. 

      There is something more to the heart of any craft, 
			trade, or human endeavor than the mechanics of it. Why this truth is 
			so often overlooked is hard to fathom but it seems we have forgotten 
			something essential about our humanness the past sixty years or so. 
			And although a lot of things could be considered (and will be as this 
			book goes on) at the simplest level, there is always ethos and eros 
			in any endeavor in which a human being attains a degree of mastery. 
			And eros and ethos make anything they

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  OPS/images/Buhn_9781594779008_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
| 4

el
nsoul

—

Stepken Harrocl Bulmcr





OPS/images/Buhn_9781594779008_epub_003_r1.jpg





OPS/images/Buhn_9781594779008_epub_001_r1.jpg
Ensou[ing
Language

On the Art of Nonfiction
and the Writer's Life

Sttp[w[l H&ITO({ Bllh ner

ﬁ%

Tane Trdiions
Toron, Cana






