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 Chapter 1

Clearing the Decks




SINCE WE’RE TALKING about author
voice, and in doing so we’re going to be deliberately surfacing and
tweaking stuff you’re already doing at a subconscious level, it’s
worth highlighting those parts of author voice that we won’t
be talking about.

We will not be talking about the
sorts of characters you enjoy writing, or the genre(s) you tend to
inhabit, and we will only briefly touch on themes. These are also
parts of your author voice, and they’re often what draws readers
back over and over again to competent commercial writers who tell
good stories.

Your personal obsessions stake out your
territory in the world of the fictional (and also of the
nonfictional). 


With the exception of what I am about to
say in this chapter, this book is not about how to change—or even
how to develop—those parts of your voice.

This book is about the specific ways
that language (especially the hidden and non-obvious features of
language) can elevate your writing from “good” to “great” by
managing the ebb and flow of sensory experience that your writing
induces in your audience.

As evergreen as this topic is, it’s
now doubly-so in the age of AI.

The promulgation of Large Language
Models have both revealed and accelerated a preexisting trend in
commercial writing of all sorts:

The flattening of author voice.

Before the advent of the LLM this trend
was already well underway, driven by a combination of the narrowing
of popular experience and the incentive to write in a way that online
algorithms will reward.

While the latter is fairly obvious, the
former deserves a little discussion.

Since the economic transition of the
1970s (known to economists as “the petrodollar system” and/or
“the financialized economy”), the everyday experience of people
in the western world has undergone a gradual, but profound,
homogenization. In the earlier years of the twentieth century,
successful commercial fiction writers came from a variety of
backgrounds. 


Some grew up in a dirt-poor,
hardscrabble existence. Some served time in the military, both
in-theater in foreign wars and in support positions back home. Some
were research scientists and engineers educated at state colleges.
Some, at one point or another, scraped out livings as computer
programmers, public school teachers (back when that didn’t pay well
at all), private detectives, traveling salesmen, itinerant laborers,
mothers, and nurses. Some worked in factories. Some came from the
upper classes. 


Some worked as foreign correspondents
(often in war zones). Some were political activists for causes that
have long since faded from memory. Some were doctors. Some were
dockworkers. Some were farmers or ranchers. Some were in the film
industry or vaudeville, and some worked for the mob. Some were urban
sophisticates. Some were criminals at some point in their lives
(hackers, fraudsters, drug dealers, prostitutes, con artists, etc.).
And at least one that I know of ran away from home at the age of nine
to join the circus.

But all of them knew how to read, and
all of them got a non-trivial part of their education (both as
thinkers and as artists) from reading books that looked interesting
to them.

The inventions of the pocket paperback
and of television created job opportunities, both direct and
indirect, for writers from all of these backgrounds.

But when the economic transition
happened in the wake of the protracted 1970s oil crisis, a series of
events were set in motion that erased most of
these social roles—either by deleting them entirely from the
economy, by downsizing them radically, or by changing them so
completely that these jobs were no longer performed by the same kinds
of people.

By the
1980s, a college degree was the only
reliable entry ticket to the
middle class (a new reality at the time). By the 1990s, most blue
collar work had disappeared entirely from the American system. By the
2000s, the United States had transitioned fully
to a service and information economy, the
good jobs staffed almost
entirely by the middle class, college-educated adults who had, in
turn, grown up in middle class suburban circumstances. Somewhere
along the way, people started going to college to learn how to write
fiction, and the MFA became a must-have credential (socially
speaking) for those who
aspired one day to be novelists.

And,
over the same period of time, educational efficacy declined while
cable television and the Internet drew a greater and greater share of
the population away from reading novels for entertainment.

And
everybody got the Internet, which has a way of flattening culture and
language (at least in the mainstream areas).

With
broadly-similar cultural, entertainment,
and educational backgrounds,
even writers from disparate
class backgrounds (which were
no longer as disparate as once they were),
writers began to sound more and more alike, and the population of
acquisitions editors similarly grew more and more homogeneous. Not
coincidentally, great
writing—the kind that you just can’t put down
even if it’s not quite your
thing—became harder
to find outside of a few very reliable genres (most notably, mystery
and romance).

On
top of that we got the algorithm.

And
yet, in all that time, the general technical quality of published
writing—even self-published writing—has gone up, up, up. The
quality and quantity of advice available to the aspiring novelist is
grater than ever before, and well-established writers often take very
seriously their responsibility to mentor younger writers and help
them along the way.

LLMs
are trained on the Internet, and on those books their
trainers managed to pirate as
they scraped. Their design and nature means that they average
currently-popular writing styles, producing text in
a generally-readable but
entirely inoffensive and unsatisfying style widely (and accurately)
derided as “slop.”

This is
the world you’re competing in. There’s more to read than ever
before...but only a vanishingly small sliver of it is something any
given reader will consider worth reading (if
they read for entertainment at all).

I bring
all this up not just to encourage you towards developing your
distinctive voice (this whole book is about that), but to point up
the most foundational
aspect of any author’s voice:

Experience.

Particularly,
those experiences that have given you a view of the world that
diverges from the
norm.

The
uncomfortable truth is that, where speech and thought are concerned,
most people function very like an LLM. They are exposed to a fairly
narrow set of experiences in the human condition, and a fairly narrow
selection of the broad and deep corpus of art and literature in the
Western tradition, let alone other traditions. They regurgitate that
which they’ve been exposed to in response to perceived social
expectation, and often without much thought at all.

If you want
your voice to be distinctive, interesting, and sharply unique, you
owe it to yourself and your readers to become as interesting as
possible.

Take risks. 


Read outside
your core areas of interest.

Read old
books, and new books.

Read poetry.

Read the
foundational myths of your own culture, and those of other cultures
you can find.

Take up new
hobbies—or temp jobs, or volunteer projects—that pull you out of
your comfort zone.

Talk to
strangers and listen to what they have to say. Don’t listen as a
fellow-traveler, or as a cultural adversary; listen instead as an
anthropologist listens: to understand and observe, not to form
opinions. Opinions will naturally follow, but they will be deeper and
more fertile if they are formed after the fact.

We writers are up against the biggest,
most suffocating cultural consensus engine ever invented. We’re not
just competing against mass media owned by multinational
conglomerates and private equity firms, we’re competing, quite
literally, against a machine that has swallowed our entire culture
and vomits it up on demand in reliable, bland, bite-sized tidbits
that have the same ability to satisfy and addict its users as does
pre-packaged snack food.

It knows how to give just enough
to hold the reader’s attention.

That much,
and no more.

We must be
able to rise above the sludge and offer experiences that resonate,
that soar, and that sing.

Which is why,
in this book, we will approach authorial voice as a music student
approaches an instrument.

Your voice is
your instrument.

Become a
virtuoso.


   Chapter 2

Musicality



THERE IS A layer of language that lies
far, far below the vocabulary and syntax that give it the structure
through which you communicate your thoughts to people both close and
distant. It’s wired into the synapses of your brain, and it started
so early in your development that you don’t even remember it.

Touch is the first sensation that a
developing human fetus experiences. Motion, temperature, pressure,
friction, pain, and pleasure are all in play by around the thirteenth
week of a mother’s pregnancy.

Hearing follows hot on its heels, at
around the eighteenth week. And from the time those tiny ears begin
to hear, the brain begins to learn. Oh, it’s not memorizing
Shakespeare or enjoying Beethoven (despite what various parenting
fads have claimed over the years), but it’s hearing things,
nonetheless. The rush of blood and fluids in its strange little humid
cocoon, the muffled timbre of the mother’s voice conducted to it
through her bones and body, and the rhythms and pulsing tones of the
world around it.

In response to this sensory stimulation,
the brain responds, and the very first circuits that will later
become the substrate for language development grow, and branch, and
knit themselves together. This development continues, unabated, for
the first several years of the child’s life. From eighteen weeks of
pregnancy through the first intelligible sentences uttered by a baby
at between one and three years old, the fetal-then-infant brain is
hard at work mapping the language(s) around it. It learns how
language works, first and foremost, through the musicality of its
milk language:

The rhythms of speech.

The tonality of dialect.

The vocal lilt and lift and drop for
emphasis and emotion.

The subtle vowel games of local accent.

And each of these composed of so many
tiny factors that they are unique not only to language, dialect,
accent, and subculture, but sometimes to individual families.

This is all absorbed and fixed before
the child is verbal, and it influences everything:

What music they enjoy.

What books feel well-written.

What con-artists they’ll fall for—and
which ones they’ll spot coming a thousand miles away.

And, most crucially for our purposes,
how they will write.

Buried in your neural circuitry is a
musical sense that tells you how language should
sound. As you grow and experience more of the world, that sense gets
filled out with vocabulary, sophisticated word play, and other
accents and modes of speech, but in each case you develop a parallel
model of how this way
of speaking should sound.

I point this out not just to lay the
foundation for everything that I’m aiming to elucidate as this book
unfolds, but because I hope that this basic understanding gives you
the first tool you’ll need in order to master the other tools:

Metacognition.

Or, in this case, perhaps meta-audition.

Metacognition is the ability to examine
your own thinking and figure out what is going on in your mind as you
leap to conclusions, cling to convictions, smolder in anger, and
flash with brilliant insight. Following that logic, meta-audition is
the ability to notice and attend to your subconscious reactions to
the flow of words.

When a
stream of language enraptures with eloquence, mesmerizes with
musicality, stuns with scintillating sensibility, take note. Don’t
analyze, at least not at first, just notice.
You’re learning how you respond
to the musicality of language. You’re learning what feels right to
you. And, eventually, you might be able to figure out why it sounds
right, and formulate for yourself a rule.

But
formulating rules is strictly unnecessary for our purpose here, which
is
to help you master and develop your voice in the same way a master
musician masters her music. All you have to be able and willing to do
is notice when the
words feel right, and when they feel wrong.

When they feel right, you will feel
pleasure, contentment, and satisfaction at the sounds they make in
your head.

When
they don’t, you’ll wince in exactly the same way you might wince
when you hear someone play or sing a note that’s just a touch flat.
Or, if you’re tone-deaf, it will be the same kind of wince at
seeing something from the uncanny valley, or looking at an outfit
where the colors and patterns clash. Whichever sensory modality it
takes you to get your head around it, you’re looking for a sense of
wrongness. A
subconscious prick of “Oh, that’s not quite right.”

Those two poles, of “Yes, that works”
or “No, that’s not right” are all you need to begin with.
Practice will, over the course of many novels and years, lead you to
develop, automatically, a rich and colorful gradient between the two.

Once you can consciously feel these
things, you can hear the music of the words on the page—the words
of other writers, and the words you’ve written yourself.

Not the story.

Not the logic.

Not the flow.

The sound of the words.

Read
them out loud if you have to, because the vast
majority of your audience (north of 98%)
will process your written words through their auditory cortex.
Whether they’re reading silently or listening to an audiobook, they
will hear your words
and the music they make.

Therefore,
you need to be able to hear them as well, and to listen to them not
as if they’re your
words, but as if they are any
words. You’re looking to hear whether or not they belong to the
story they’re in.


The Thing in Itself

LISTEN TO YOUR own work as if it’s
someone else’s? 


Yes.

This is not an easy trick to pull
off.

The holy grail for many writers is
achieving an “objective” view of their own work. This is the idea
that lies behind the advice that revision-kinksters give:

“When you finish a book, put it in a
drawer for a few months, and then pull it out and read it again so
you know what to revise.”

This is terrible advice, not
least because the “you” who will exist in a few months is not
the “you” that wrote the book.

Your book, however mean or market-driven
or sensationalist, is a work of art. It exists outside of you. It
needs to be able to carry its own weight as a thing-in-itself. You
don’t want to be fiddling with it any more than you absolutely
must.

The
skill you want to develop is the ability to read your
book either as you write it, or just after you write it, and hear
whether or not it is, for lack of a better term, musically cohesive.
If your narrator is speaking with a New Orleans accent and you
suddenly start using an ancestral Georgian
cadence, you need to be able to hear the difference. If it’s a
third person narrator speaking in your native dialect, where does the
voice falter? Where does it
soar in a way that damages
the expectations you have established? You’re listening for false
notes based on the integrity of this work
and, crucially, upon no other standard at all.

You
want it all to sound like a single piece of work, united by the
integrity of its voice. As you read it over, you’re listening (not
looking) for violations of that integrity. You
want to make any corrections while you’re still creatively hot and
in the writing groove, to ensure that you’re correcting with the
same set of tools you wrote with.

There’s nothing wrong with chalk
pastels in bright colors, but using them to touch-up the Mona Lisa
would be ridiculous (as well as a travesty). 



Development of Voice and Presence

RAY BRADBURY ONCE observed that when a writer sits down at a keyboard,
he’s surrounded by an invisible choir of observers, all of whom
have opinions about the way
things oughta be done, and they’re happy to chime in. These
observers aren’t just the disapproving parents and teachers and
friends who criticize your
creativity per se,
they’re all the authors and speakers the writer has ever loved, and
who therefore have influenced the writer’s sense of style and
rightness in the written world.

But
he reckoned that after the first million words or so, a writer
generally writes all those other voices out of his system and is left
with his own voice. My
own oeuvre bears testament to how right he was (at least, for some
people). Looking back on my
own early work, and the point at which it really starts to sound like
“mine,” this seems about right—my first published (and
publishable) work came about three-quarters-of-a-million words into
my career, and the novel where I finally sounded entirely like the J.
Daniel Sawyer my readers so kindly tolerate was Down From
Ten, written just after I
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