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“The secret of creativity, Natalie Goldberg makes clear, is to subtract rules for writing, not add them. It’s a process of ‘uneducation’ rather than education. Proof that she knows what she’s talking about is abundant in her own sentences. They flow with speed and grace and accuracy and simplicity. It looks easy to a reader, but writers know it is the hardest writing of all.”

—Robert Pirsig, author of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance

“I’m convinced that none of the writers of my acquaintance can go another day without a copy of Natalie Goldberg’s magical manual, Writing Down the Bones.”

—Linda Weltner, Boston Globe

ABOUT THE BOOK

For more than thirty years Natalie Goldberg has been challenging and cheering on writers with her books and workshops. In her groundbreaking first book, she brings together Zen meditation and writing in a new way. Writing practice, as she calls it, is no different from other forms of Zen practice—“it is backed by two thousand years of studying the mind.”

This thirtieth-anniversary edition includes new forewords by Julia Cameron and Bill Addison. It also includes a new preface in which Goldberg reflects on the enduring quality of the teachings here. She writes, “What have I learned about writing over these thirty years? I’ve written fourteen books, and it’s the practice here in Bones that is the foundation, sustaining and building my writing voice, that keeps me honest, teaches me how to endure the hard times and how to drop below discursive thinking, to taste the real meat of our minds and the life around us.”

NATALIE GOLDBERG is the author of fourteen books. She has led workshops and retreats for forty years nationally and internationally. She has also painted for as long as she has written. She lives in northern New Mexico. For more information, please visit www.nataliegoldberg.com.
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For all my students past, present, and future

May we all meet in heaven café writing for eternity.
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FOREWORD BY JULIA CAMERON

“Julia, come on in! It’s great!” Natalie Goldberg’s voice carried over the roar of the Rio Grande. She had invited me to go swimming, assuring me that our jumping-off point would be safe and placid. It was nothing like safe and placid. The river’s current was strong, and it took a strong swimmer—like Natalie—to brave its depths.

“Come on in,” she called again. “You’ll love it.” And so, egged on by her enthusiasm, I stepped into the current. It was both strong and swift. Losing my footing, I found myself sputtering. Natalie laughed. “Don’t you love it?” she called. “Just relax.”

Natalie herself rode the current. “You’re doing fine,” she assured me, as I mentally wrote my obituary, Writer takes the plunge and drowns.

Asked to write a foreword to this, the thirtieth anniversary edition of Writing Down the Bones, I found myself remembering that afternoon on the Rio Grande, and the way that Natalie’s bold enthusiasm lured me from the shore. “Why, it’s just like her teaching,” I realized. A million-plus readers have followed Natalie’s bold plunge into the world of words. “Just dive in,” urges Natalie, teaching, “Begin where you are.” Inspired by her conviction that all of us have lively stories to tell, Natalie’s students put pen to the page, following her enticing leads. Writing Down the Bones is a book of short essays. True to her word, she begins at the beginning: “Beginner’s mind, pen and paper.” From there, it’s time to push off from the shore. “Keep your hand moving,” she commands. “Don’t cross out, don’t worry about spelling, punctuation, and grammar; lose control, don’t think, don’t get logical, go for the jugular.” In other words, take the plunge.

“Do you want a tomato?” It’s another afternoon with Natalie, twenty years later. This time, we are standing at her kitchen counter, and she is urging me to take just one succulent bite. The tomato is homegrown, plucked by Natalie’s own hand. And though I’m not used to eating a tomato like a peach, Natalie models the daring it takes to consider the tomato an end in itself and not a mere ingredient.

“Why, it’s just like her teaching,” I caught myself thinking. It’s a matter of appetite. It’s a matter of satisfaction. Natalie’s writing is filled with savory details. The tomato she plucked from her garden can yield an entire essay.

“Include original detail,” Natalie urges her students. Our lives are filled with details, like the ripe red tomato plucked from the vine. Natalie’s writing is filled with food, and her appetite for life gives us food for thought.

Santa Fe

July 2015


FOREWORD BY BILL ADDISON

When people hear that I’m a food critic who travels nationwide and beyond to devour every imaginable restaurant cuisine, the response is often, “What an incredible job! How did you even get into that kind of work?” The cursory answer is that an editor at Creative Loafing, the alternative newsweekly in Atlanta, Georgia, gave me a break in 2002. The real answer is Natalie Goldberg and Writing Down the Bones.

A friend I’d known since high school gave me a copy of Bones for my twenty-first birthday, in 1993. She knew I loved to eat and in her inscription she suggested I do some writing about a barbecue joint where together we’d consumed piles of sauce-slathered ribs. It wasn’t until after my college graduation a year later, though, that I truly started to absorb the book’s instruction. I had studied singing and acting in school and clung to some warped ideas about success: either I’d make it right away as a recording artist and film actor or I’d be an abject failure. I thought that writing practice, the foundation for the teachings laid out in Bones, might help me write lyrics for songs. Instead, writing practice became a sustaining means to its own end, and the book became my guide for living.

“You have to give yourself the space to write a lot without a destination,” Natalie says in the third chapter. (I did not start taking workshops with Natalie until years later, but the intimacy of her writing voice made me feel as though we were instantly on a first-name basis.) Her directive cut through the caterwauling in my brain. So did the actual practice: settling in at a coffeehouse, scrawling a topic on the notebook page, and putting the pen into action without stopping to think about what I was saying. At first I would go for ten-minute increments, then twenty or thirty, and then an hour at a stretch.

Writing practice could hold it all: the gory rawness of my emotions and the fogged-over mirrors of my memory. I turned over every edge of my life, but as Natalie says on page 42, “Writers end up writing about their obsessions.” I wrote mostly about food. I was kicking around the country then, often working in restaurants making desserts. I’d fill my notebooks with thoughts about fruit crisp (oats in the topping or no?) and ice cream flavors (combine blood orange and caramel?) and then I’d veer off, recalling the codfish cakes my grandmother made on Good Friday or the chiles rellenos I’d savored in Arizona. Bones and writing practice taught me to trust my own mind, to translate my thoughts clearly to the page.

That led to a career in food writing. With eight years of writing practice behind me, I followed Natalie’s advice to form a writing group and study the genres that most attracted us. I had binders full of restaurant reviews from the best critics around the country. I met a longtime columnist at Creative Loafing who connected me with the paper’s restaurant editor. She needed a new critic and gave me a shot with an assignment about a suburban Italian stalwart called The Roasted Garlic. I had two dinners there, and then it was time to actually write the piece. I rippled with panic, staring at the blank screen on my laptop. How to even start? Ah, of course: do a timed writing. Give it twenty minutes. Go! I wrote about the huge portions and dishes laden with caramelized onions and mozzarella and sausage and our stacks of to-go boxes. A story emerged; I felt confident about my opinions. After I submitted the story, the editor responded, “You’ve never published before? You already have such a strong voice.” She assigned me more reviews. I started each of them with a writing practice. (I still do.) The paper hired me nine months later; four years there led to stints at the San Francisco Chronicle, the Dallas Morning News, Atlanta Magazine, and to my current national position at Eater.

Through the years I’ve relished how Bones reaches far beyond the scope of a motivational writing handbook. It is a literary biopic of the writer’s life. Natalie has documented her process so she can meet us wherever we are. If I’m lonely in my craft or feeling stuck or vague, I can reach for Bones as comfort and catalyst. (And try not to crave chocolate after reading this book.) Whether you’re a published novelist, a budding essayist, an investigate reporter on deadline, or simply a human being yearning to connect with your life, the wisdom of Bones remains the most useful tool writers have to express ourselves fully. I speak from twenty-two years of experience.

Atlanta, Georgia

July 2015


PREFACE TO THE THIRTIETH ANNIVERSARY EDITION

The best job I ever had was as poet-in-residence for two years at a large inner-city elementary school in Minneapolis, Minnesota. We studied the greats in Japanese haiku, poems by D. H. Lawrence, William Carlos Williams, Frank O’Hara, and even a few paragraphs of Gertrude Stein. By the end of the first year my respect for the students was immense. No ageism, no condescension. I even shared poems I’d just written—complicated, dense poems—and I trusted their responses. Third graders I found were the most open, frank yet still untainted but with the ability to read and write—a perfect combination. It’s remarkable to think of this now, but in May, daffodils at long last breaking the surface in that northern climate, I read to the class a lengthy lament I had written of all the people I had known, loved, and lost.

At the end of the reading, I shook my head, “I can’t think of a title. Any ideas?”

From the front row corner, a thin nine-year-old, lanky and long, in a white T-shirt and beige trousers, cocked his head and raised his hand. I strain sometimes to remember his name and have finally given him one I almost can imagine as correct: Raphael Lamar James. He spoke in a clear and measured way—the elms outside the window full of the first ache of green—“Miz Goldberg, how about ‘The World Come Home to Me’?”

“Where did you get that?” I must have fallen backward.

He held up his open palms and shook his head, “Just thought it might work.”

“Raphael Lamar, I will never forget you,” I declared as the school bell punctuated my last word and half-lie.

In truth, I fully remember him. It’s the name that eludes me, though that bell has continued to ring in my head all these years. It tells me over and over: that third grader got it right. Finally, we receive the world, stop rushing around, and, as we say in Zen, “settle the self on the self.”

More than thirty years ago, in my thirties when I wrote what was to become Writing Down the Bones, I was terrified to close the distance, that gap that kept me from being aligned with myself, from finally settling the self on the self. I thought for sure I’d be made fun of, criticized like I was in school and at home. But I was determined to meet who I was, to put down what I honestly saw and felt, letting my mind have free range, no curtailing or censoring. Little did I know I was breaking a paradigm of how writing was understood and taught in this country. At the time no writing sections thick with books of instruction and inspiration lined store shelves. I was struggling on my own to muster the courage to trust my mind and to place one word after the other on the page.

When the manuscript was finally finished, it was sent to seven large New York publishing houses. Four of them took the time not only to send me a rejection form but to actually pen several paragraphs mocking what I proposed—that writing was available to everyone, that it could be practiced, and that there wasn’t a special chosen few. I wish I’d kept those letters, but I couldn’t bear their remarks and tossed them.

I then sent the manuscript to an editor at a relatively new and smaller publishing house. I enclosed a note with the submission: Could meet for lunch. My cousin’s son was being bar mitzvahed in Boston, where Shambhala was located. My plan was to use my relatives as an excuse to come East and to move things forward.

The editor read my work the night before we met, and over onion soup, she made an offer. I acted casual, but after I left, heading for the bus station through those city streets, I wept—someone wants my book.

What have I learned about writing over these thirty years? I’ve written fourteen books, and it’s the practice here in Bones that is the foundation, sustaining and building my writing voice, that keeps me honest, teaches me how to endure the hard times and how to drop below discursive thinking, to taste the real meat of our minds and the life around us.

Many people who want to write are unconsciously seeking peace, a coming together, an acknowledging of our happiness or an examination of what is broken, hoping to embrace and bring our suffering to wholeness.

In retreats and workshops I often repeat, I am not teaching for this week but for all of you to continue practicing when you leave here. Writing a book is a fine and fleeting thing. We need to have a larger vision. Think of writing as a lifetime relationship.

A friend teased, “Natalie’s tombstone: GO / for eternity.”

Why not? Writing lets us drop our edge and merge with everything.

It has been my great honor that Bones has been read all these years. Better still, that it has been of help.

Thank you.

May 2015


PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

A year ago on a December night in Santa Fe, New Mexico, I attended the birthday party of a young filmmaker I had known only briefly. For about half an hour I stood near the buffet table in conversation with a man in his early thirties, whom I had just met. He was obviously a serious poet; I told him I was once a poet, too, before I’d written my first book. We bantered back and forth. I was enjoying myself immensely.

Suddenly, with a quizzical look on his face, he asked, “So, anyway, what have you written?”

“Well, several books,” I said, “but the one I’m most known for is called Writing Down the Bones.”

“You’re kidding!” His eyes bugged out. “I thought you were dead.”

Without blinking an eye, I responded, “No, not yet. Still trucking along, still putting pen to paper.”

We both laughed.

He didn’t need to say any more. I understood: he’d read me in high school. All books read then must be by deceased men—or women. No author studied in a secondary school institution could possibly be alive.

Writing Down the Bones came out in 1986. I have often told audiences that if it had been published in the fifties it would have flopped. But instead it met this country exactly where it was—great hordes of Americans had a need to express themselves. Writing is egalitarian; it cuts across geographic, class, gender, and racial lines. I received fan letters from vice presidents of insurance agencies in Florida; factory workers in Nebraska; quarry workers in Missouri; prisoners in Texas; lawyers, doctors, gay rights activists, housewives, librarians, teachers, priests, politicians. A whole revolution in writing began soon after it came out. Separate writing sections in bookstores sprang up. One student said to me, “I get it! Writing is the new religion.”

“But why,” people asked me, “does everybody want to write?”

I don’t think everyone wants to create the great American novel, but we all have a dream of telling our stories—of realizing what we think, feel, and see before we die. Writing is a path to meet ourselves and become intimate. Think about it: Ants don’t do it. Trees don’t. Not even thoroughbred horses, mountain elk, house cats, grass, or rocks do it. Writing is a uniquely human activity. It might even be built into our DNA. It should be put forward in the Declaration of Independence, along with the other inalienable rights: “Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness—and writing.”

And it’s inexpensive. All you need is pen, paper (of course, computer, if you are so inclined), and the human mind. What crannies of untouched perception can you explore? What autumn was it that the moon entered your life? When was it that you picked blueberries at their quintessential moment? How long did you wait for your first true bike? Who are your angels? What are you thinking of? Not thinking of? What are you looking at? Not looking at? Writing can give you confidence, can train you to wake up.

Writing Down the Bones is backed by a two-thousand-year-old practice of studying the mind. It is not solely Natalie’s creative idea. I wanted to root this work, give it a solid foundation. At the time I wrote it, I had already studied meditation for ten years, six in close practice with a Japanese Zen master. Where do thoughts come from? Memories, ideas, even the word the? Meditation and writing practice are coincident. The more we understand the human mind, our basic writing tool, the better, more secure we can be in our writing.

When this book came out, people called me a genius. I smiled, but I knew I wasn’t a genius. Maybe the only genius moment was having Zen inform the writing. I had a sincere and earnest desire to figure out this writing life. I very badly wanted to do it and I didn’t know how, and I hadn’t learned how in all my public school education. By college, I think I gave up. But I had a yearning for it way deep underneath, a desire I didn’t even know I had. I was in love with reading and literature. There were stories only I knew about my family, about my first kiss, last haircut, the smell of sage on a mesa and my kinship with the flat plains of Nebraska. I had to get slow and dumb (not take anything for granted) and watch and see how everything connects, how you contact your thoughts and lay them down on paper.

I wish now that I had another chance to write that school composition, “What I Did Last Summer.” When I wrote it in fifth grade, I was scared and just recorded: “It was interesting. It was nice. My summer was fun.” I snuck through with a B grade. But I still wondered, How do you really do that? Now it is obvious. You tell the truth and you depict it in detail: My mother dyed her hair red and polished her toenails silver. I was mad for Parcheesi and running in the sprinkler, catching beetles in a mason jar and feeding them grass. My father sat at the kitchen table a lot staring straight ahead, never talking, a Budweiser in his hand.

What an opportunity to recount the crush I had on a blond boy down the block, the news of racial injustice I saw on TV and how I felt confused and hurt by it, how I feared my sister was prettier than me, how I made coleslaw with my grandma. But I didn’t know how to narrate all these things.

In this book, I instruct all of us how—the old students, and the young.

It is my sincere wish that this book be taught in all public and private schools, that students learn how to do writing practice, that they come to know themselves, feel joy in expression, trust what they think. Once you connect with your mind, you are who you are and you’re free.

A long time ago I read Jack Kerouac’s essentials for prose. Four of them, in particular, have provided me with heart for the path:

Accept loss forever

Be submissive to everything, open, listening

No fear or shame in the dignity of your experience, language, and knowledge

Be in love with your life

Believe me, you, too, can find your place inside the huge terrain of writing. No one is so odd as to be left out.

Now, please, go. Write your asses off.

December 2004


Introduction

IWAS A GOODY TWO-SHOES all through school. I wanted my teachers to like me. I learned commas, colons, semicolons. I wrote compositions with clear sentences that were dull and boring. Nowhere was there an original thought or genuine feeling. I was eager to give the teachers what I thought they wanted.

In college I was in love with literature. I mean wild about it. I typed poems by Gerard Manley Hopkins over and over again so I could memorize them. I read John Milton, Shelley, Keats aloud and then swooned on my narrow bed in the dormitory. In college in the late sixties, I read almost exclusively male writers, usually dead, from England and the rest of Europe. They were very far removed from my daily life, and though I loved them, none of them reflected my experience. I must have subconsciously surmised that writing was not within my ken. It never occurred to me to write, though I secretly wanted to marry a poet.

After I graduated college and discovered that no one was going to hire me to read novels and swoon over poetry, three friends and I started a co-op restaurant and cooked and served natural food lunches in the basement of the Newman Center in Ann Arbor, Michigan. This was the early seventies, and one year before the opening of the restaurant I had tasted my first avocado. The restaurant was called Naked Lunch, after the novel by William Burroughs—“a frozen moment when everyone sees what is on the end of every fork.” In the morning I baked muffins with raisins and muffins with blueberries or even with peanut butter if I wanted. Naturally, I hoped the customers would like them, but I knew if I cared about the muffins, they usually were good. We had created the restaurant. There was no great answer outside ourselves that would get us an A in school anymore. It was the very beginning of learning to trust my own mind.

One Tuesday I was making ratatouille for lunch. When you make it for a restaurant, you don’t cut up one onion and one eggplant. The counter was filled with onions, eggplants, zucchinis, tomatoes, and garlic. I spent several hours chopping and slicing. Walking home from work that night, I stopped in the Centicore Bookstore on State Street and wandered up and down the aisles. I saw a thin volume of poetry entitled Fruits and Vegetables by Erica Jong. (Jong had not come out with her novel Fear of Flying yet and was still unknown.) The first poem I opened to in the book was about cooking an eggplant! I was amazed: “You mean you can write about something like that?” Something as ordinary as that? Something that I did in my life? A synapse connected in my brain. I went home with the resolve to write what I knew and to trust my own thoughts and feelings and to not look outside myself. I was not in school anymore: I could say what I wanted. I began to write about my family because nobody could say I was wrong. I knew them better than anyone else.

This all happened fifteen years ago. A friend once told me: “Trust in love and it will take you where you need to go.” I want to add, “Trust in what you love, continue to do it, and it will take you where you need to go.” And don’t worry too much about security. You will eventually have a deep security when you begin to do what you want. How many of us with our big salaries are actually secure anyway?

I have taught writing workshops for the last eleven years at the University of New Mexico; at the Lama Foundation; to the hippies in Taos, New Mexico; for nuns in Albuquerque; to juvenile delinquents in Boulder; at the University of Minnesota; at Northeast College, a technical school in Norfolk, Nebraska; as Minnesota Poet-in-the-Schools; at Sunday-night writing groups in my home, to gay men’s groups. I teach the same methods over and over again. It is such basic information about trusting your own mind and creating a confidence in your experience that I have never grown tired of teaching it. Instead my understanding continues to deepen.

In 1974 I began to do sitting meditation. From 1978 to 1984 I studied Zen formally with Dainin Katagiri Roshi (Roshi is a title for a Zen master) at the Minnesota Zen Center in Minneapolis. Whenever I went to see him and asked him a question about Buddhism, I had trouble understanding the answer until he said, “You know, like in writing when you . . .” When he referred to writing, I understood. About three years ago he said to me, “Why do you come to sit meditation? Why don’t you make writing your practice? If you go deep enough in writing, it will take you everyplace.”

This book is about writing. It is also about using writing as your practice, as a way to help you penetrate your life and become sane. What is said here about writing can be applied to running, painting, anything you love and have chosen to work with in your life. When I read several chapters to my friend John Rollwagen, president of Cray Research, he said, “Why, Natalie, you’re talking about business. That’s the way it is in business. There is no difference.”

Learning to write is not a linear process. There is no logical A-to-B-to-C way to become a good writer. One neat truth about writing cannot answer it all. There are many truths. To do writing practice means to deal ultimately with your whole life. If you receive instructions on how to set a broken bone in your ankle, you can’t use those same instructions to fill a cavity in your teeth. You might read a section in this book that says to be very specific and precise. That’s to help the ailment



OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/signup.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
e tog

Freeing the Writer Within

Natalie Goldberg

wor ny Julia Cameron

o
O™ Axniversary Epition






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





