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introduction




In his Life of Samuel Johnson (1791), James Boswell noted, with little exaggeration, that a writer “will turn over half a library in order to make one book.” To put this nugget of wisdom another way, the act of writing is the act of entering the formal (in the sense of leaving a permanent record), never-ending conversation of humankind. As is true of informal, oral conversation, the more familiar you are with what has already been discussed, the likelier your own contributions will be substantive and valued, and stimulate further conversation.

Writers, then, must be readers. They must be constant readers, passionate not only about the subjects they're interested in (which should be many), but about the act of reading itself. Reading enlarges the mind and the possibilities of language and thought. Reading takes us beyond our limited range of physical experience — enables us to journey through space and time to discover the best of what has been achieved in the arts and sciences, in history, law, politics, and commerce.

How does one even begin to choose from the millions of books that have been published since Homer first picked up a stylus or dictated to a scribe nearly three thousand years ago? You might begin by asking yourself which subjects fascinate you the most, or make your imagination soar, or help you to better cope with a complex world. These will be the subjects that will help you grow as a writer.

As a writer, you must also be an absolute sponge — a glutton — for a great many subjects, not just the ones that fascinate you the most. All knowledge is interconnected. If you want to write psychological thrillers, you should read deeply in psychology, medicine and health, anthropology, all sorts of literature (after all, literature is about the human condition, and psychology is central to human behavior), and of course, mystery and thriller fiction, if only to learn how the pros do it.

The books and occasional shorter works from which I've selected passages for your writerly reflection inevitably represent a personal choice; but I hasten to add that I am an educator, so I took pains to select works that are considered classics in their respective genres and/or disciplines. The selections are short enough to serve as a teaser — to get you to read the work in its entirety — and are just long enough for you to learn something from, whether it be a single concept from a philosophical work or a suspenseful moment from one of many suspenseful moments in a mystery or science fiction novel. Most importantly: I've selected passages that should make any writer — veteran or newbie — want to start writing. And just in case the selections themselves don't get the words gushing from your pen, I've added a reflection on the passage together with a writing prompt after each selection.

There are at least two ways to use this book: One, use it to sustain a daily writing regimen. The most important step you can take toward becoming a successful author is to cultivate the habit of writing every day. Spend three weeks with The Daily Reader, writing in response to three weeks' worth of prompts, and you will very likely have that precious writing habit established once and for all.

Two, flip through the book and more-or-less randomly select an entry that piques your curiosity. Read it, reflect on it, and use it as a springboard for one or two hours' worth of intensive writing. Before too long, something will start to congeal: a premise for a novel or a play, a theme for a sequence of poems. I suggest you write your exercises on loose-leaf paper and keep them organized with index tabs in a binder. Arrange and rearrange the writings as you see fit. And, just as importantly, revise them on a regular basis. Remember: Reading begets writing and writing begets even more writing, and more reading.



JANUARY 1
Male and Female: 
A Study of Sexes in a Changing World
by Margaret Mead
In discussing men and women, I shall be concerned with the primary differences between them, the difference in their reproductive roles. Out of the bodies fashioned for complementary roles in perpetuating the race, what differences in functioning, in capacities, in sensitivities, in vulnerabilities arise? How is it what men can do related to the fact that their reproductive role is over in a single act, what women can do related to the fact that their reproductive role takes nine months of gestation, and until recently many months of breast feeding? What is the contribution of each sex, seen as itself, not as a mere imperfect version of the other?
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
What can we learn about humanity through the lens of anthropology? Through her astute observation of other cultures, Margaret Mead, one of the twentieth century's greatest anthropologists, gives us a better sense of the connection between biology and destiny. In our modern technological society, for example, Mead writes, “it is easy to lose sight of the immediacy of the human body plan.” In so-called primitive societies, where men, women, and children wear very little clothing, primary bodily experiences are not displaced the way they are in modern societies.
TRY THIS
Write an essay in which you speculate on the attitudes in modern urban society toward nakedness — for example, that it is shameful or prurient. Why do you suppose these attitudes are nonexistent in non-technological societies? Why do you suppose some modern people reject this attitude and join nudist colonies? After completing a draft of your essay, read more of Margaret Mead's work and then revise your essay accordingly.


JANUARY 2
“Of Water, as Painted by Turner”
by John Ruskin
from Modern Painters
The noblest sea that Turner has ever painted … is that of the Slave Ship, the chief Academy picture of the Exhibition of 1840. It is a sunset on the Atlantic after prolonged storm, but the storm is partially lulled, and the torn and streaming rain-clouds are moving in scarlet lines to lose themselves in the hollow of the night. The whole surface of sea included in the picture is divided into two ridges of enormous swell, not high, nor local, but a low, broad heaving of the whole ocean, like the lifting of its bosom by deep-drawn breath after the torture of the storm. Between these two ridges, the fire of the sunset falls along the trough of the sea, dyeing it with an awful but glorious light, the intense and lurid splendor which burns like gold and bathes like blood. Along this fiery path and valley, the tossing waves by which the swell of the sea is restlessly divided, lift themselves in dark, indefinite, fantastic forms, each casting a faint and ghastly shadow behind it along the illumined foam. They do not rise everywhere, but three or four together in wild groups, fitfully and furiously, as the under strength of the swell compels … them, leaving between them treacherous spaces of level and whirling water, now lighted with green and lamp-like fire, now flashing back the gold of the declining sun. … Purple and blue, the lurid shadows of the hollow breakers are cast upon the mist of the night, which gathers cold and low, advancing like the shadow of death upon the guilty [slave] ship as it labours amidst the lightning of the sea, its thin masts written upon the sky in lines of blood, girded with condemnation in that fearful hue which signs the sky with horror, and mixes its flaming flood with the sunlight. …
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
John Ruskin, the great Victorian critic of art and architecture, as well as social reformer, championed the paintings of J.M.W. Turner in his first book, Modern Painters, for their moral aesthetic power. Unsurpassed in his ability to translate attributes of a work of art into majestic prose, Ruskin became one of England's most influential voices in shaping aesthetic taste.
TRY THIS
Describe one of your favorite paintings, sculptures, or architectural structures, using minute, sensory details. Call attention to the moral as well as the aesthetic vision conveyed by the work as you perceive it.


JANUARY 3
The Dream of Spaceflight: 
Essays on the Near Edge of Infinity
by Wyn Wachhorst
Wriggling from his orbiting capsule for man's first walk in space, cosmonaut Alexei Leonov was born into the starry deep, floating at the end of his umbilical. All about him was a blackness so intense it seemed he could reach out and touch its texture, a darkness so deep that the hair rose on his neck and the flesh crawled on his back. Before him lay the vast curvilinear presence of planet Earth — soft, glowing, haloed against the black abyss. Leonov tumbled slowly in the windless, orderless void, hearing only the rhythms of his body, severed from the mothering Earth — who seemed at long last to have borne a space creature like herself.
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
From the very onset of the space age — which began on October 4, 1957, when the Soviet Union launched Sputnik I, the first artificial satellite to orbit the earth — space exploration has been largely observed through the lens of international politics, which overshadows the adventure and the romance of space flight. Generally, it has been up to the science fiction visionaries to rhapsodize on the latter; but in his eloquent little book, Wyn Wachhorst, a historian, revisits the accomplishments of the space age, now over half a century old, to refocus the impact of space exploration on the human spirit.
TRY THIS
Imagine that you're an astronaut on a mission in earth orbit, or on a lunar or Martian expedition. In a couple of pages, describe your emotional reaction to walking on the surface of another world, or seeing the Earth from orbit or from the moon.


JANUARY 4
“The Forces of Evolution”
by Edward O. Wilson
from The Diversity of Life
The fundamental evolutionary event is a change in the frequency of genes and chromosome configurations in a population. If a population of butterflies shifts through time from 40 percent blue individuals to 60 percent blue individuals, and if the color blue is hereditary, evolution of a simple kind has occurred. Larger transformations are accomplished by a great many such statistical changes in combination. Shifts can occur purely in the genes, with no effect on wing color or any other outward trait. But whatever their nature or magnitude, the changes in progress are always expressed in percentages of individuals within or among populations. Evolution is absolutely a phenomenon of populations. Individuals and their immediate descendants do not evolve.
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
Biological evolution is frequently misunderstood by the public; but in the above passage, E.O. Wilson, one the world's most distinguished environmental biologists (he is most famous for his studies of ants and the vital role they play in nature), elucidates it by locating its essential meaning in the distribution (within a given population) of a particular trait. Evolution, in other words, occurs when the distribution of a particular trait or set of physical traits (like wing color or design, or beak size or shape) changes in a statistically important way within a given species. These traits can be manipulated artificially to produce short-term evolution (better known as breeding), or long-term evolution, covering many thousands or millions of years.
TRY THIS
Write a dialogue scene between an evolutionary biologist and a skeptic who doesn't understand evolution or denies that it exists. The challenge here will be to present the principles of evolution so clearly, and backed with such compelling evidence, that the skeptic will come to understand.


JANUARY 5
The Library at Night
by Alberto Manguel
The power of readers lies not in their ability to gather information, in their ordering and cataloguing capability, but in their gift to interpret, associate and transform their reading. For the Talmudic schools, as for those of Islam, a scholar can turn religious faith into an active power through the craft of reading, since the knowledge acquired through books is a gift from God. According to an early hadith, or Islamic tradition, one scholar is more powerful against the Devil than a thousand worshippers. For these cultures of the Book, knowledge lies not in the accumulation of texts or information, nor in the object of the book itself, but in the experience rescued from the page and transformed again into experience, in the words reflected both in the outside world and in the reader's own being.
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
To read is to exercise a very special kind of power: the power to harness understanding and thereby triumph over ignorance and superstition. There is no greater emblem of the power of reading than the library, as Alberto Manguel makes vividly clear in his book. In the Internet age, when it is all too tempting merely to access information, we must never lose sight of what it means to read deeply and well.
TRY THIS
Spend a few hours in your local public or college library and do two things:(1) Conduct in-depth research on a historical figure or event that interests you greatly; and (2) spend an hour or so simply browsing. Bring a notebook with you and jot down everything you discover along the way. Browsing, like directed research, is an excellent way to discover ideas for stories and essays.


JANUARY 6
Oranges
by John McPhee
The color of an orange has no absolute correlation with the maturity of the flesh and juice inside. An orange can be as sweet and ripe as it will ever be and still glisten like an emerald in the tree. Cold — coolness, rather — is what makes an orange orange. In some parts of the world, the weather never gets cold enough to change the color; in Thailand, for example, an orange is a green fruit, and traveling Thais often blink with wonder at the sight of oranges the color of flame. The ideal night-time temperature in an orange grove is forty degrees. Some of the most beautiful oranges in the world are grown in Bermuda, where the temperature, night after night, falls consistently to that level. Andrew Marvell's poem wherein the “remote Bermudas ride in the ocean's bosom unespied” was written in the sixteen fifties, and contains a description, from hearsay, of Bermuda's remarkable oranges, set against their dark foliage like “golden lamps in a green night.”
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
Who would have guessed that an entire book could be written just about oranges? McPhee, who is truly an artist of the factual, fascinates us with the culinary, agricultural, historical, as well as folkloric and mythological, aspects of the fruit, transforming what would otherwise be a totally commonplace, virtually nondescript foodstuff into an object of endless fascination.
TRY THIS
Take a “John McPhee” approach to a fruit or vegetable and find out as much about its history and lore as you can; then write an essay in which you call attention to some of these tidbits of information. Remember to include the human element.


JANUARY 7
“The Alligator on the Beach”
by Roger Osborne
from The Floating Egg: Episodes in the Making of Geology
In 1758 a strange event took place at Whitby. Two friends, Captain William Chapman and Mr Wooler (whose forename is lost to history) discovered some fossil bones embedded in the rock at the beach at Saltwick. They removed the bones and were able to identify them as the fossilised remains of the skeleton of an alligator. Remarkable though this was, the peculiarity of the event did not lie in the discovery itself — fossil bones must have been found on this coast for as long as the area was inhabited. But what happened next signified a change in the relations of the human mind to the natural world. Whereas previously the two men might have kept some bones as souvenirs and perhaps showed them to a few friends, now they did something else. They each wrote a formal report of their find … with the intention … that these should be published in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society. This monthly journal published a form for the exchange of information and ideas on all aspects of natural history. It was the original scientific journal and without it science would simply never have been able to develop in the way that it has.
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
We sometimes overlook the fact that science consists not only of discovery and experimentation, but of writing — reporting and interpreting one's findings. As the British science writer Roger Osborne makes clear, writing can actually bring a discipline into its own, as was the case with paleontology.
TRY THIS
Write an article in which you discuss the role that good writing plays in conveying ideas in geology or paleontology. Possible points to consider: how science writers generate fascination about dinosaurs; best approaches to communicating concepts of geological time; the process of fossilization.


JANUARY 8
Alexandria: City of the Western Mind
by Theodore Vrettos
Within a century after Alexandria was built [in the fourth century B.C.E.], it was larger than Carthage and growing so swiftly that it acknowledged no superior, even Rome. It had already become the center not only of Hellenism, but also of Judaism. Its Mouseion was the leading university of its time — the finest teachers, philosophers, and scientists flourished within its walls. Here ancient scholars produced the Septuagint (Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament), and on these streets Julius Caesar would stroll with Cleopatra to the wild cheers of the populace. …
By the early part of the first century [B.C.E.], the city had grown so rapidly that travelers and historians overwhelmingly agreed she was the greatest city of the civilized world and surpassed all others in size, elegance, and luxury.
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
One of the greatest pleasures of reading is to be able to vicariously experience what life was like in a long-ago and faraway place. Works of history may offer a few sensory impressions of the places they describe, but their job is mainly to paint the big picture, the causes and effects. Re-creating the sensory impressions associated with daily life, however, is the job of the historical novelist, extrapolating from the details provided by the historian. After reading Vrettos's history of Alexandria, you will have acquired a keen understanding of what took place there over the centuries, how the city was organized, and the people who lived and worked there — basic preparation for writing a story that takes place in this marvelous city.
TRY THIS
Describe a scene based on Vrettos's reference to Julius Caesar strolling with Cleopatra through the streets of Alexandria. Bring the scene to life by describing the citizens lining the streets to catch a glimpse of these legendary leaders. Try to capture as many sensory impressions as possible to give your readers the sensation of being there.


JANUARY 9
“Madame Eglentyne”
by Eileen Power
from Medieval People
Let us see what light the [bishops'] registers will throw upon Madame Eglentyne, before Chaucer observed her mounting her horse outside the Tabard Inn. Doubtless she first came to the nunnery when she was quite a little girl, because girls counted as grown up when they were fifteen in the Middle Ages; they could be married out of hand at twelve, and they could become nuns for ever at fourteen. Probably Eglentyne's father had three other daughters to marry, each with a dowry, and a gay young spark of a son, who spent a lot of money on fashionable suits. … So he thought he had better settle the youngest at once, and he got together a dowry (it was rarely possible to get into a nunnery without one, though Church law really forbade anything except voluntary offerings), and, taking Eglentyne by the hand one summer day, he popped her into a nunnery a few miles off, which had been founded by his ancestors. … Eglentyne would have to remain a novice for some years, until she was old enough to take the vows. So she would stay in the convent and be taught how to sing and to read, and to talk French … with the other novices. … The great purpose for which the nunneries existed … was the praise of God. Eglentyne spent a great deal of her time singing and praying in the convent church.
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
People are what bring a historical period to life. As Emerson wrote, “There is properly no history; only biography.” By consulting such documents as bishops' registers, letters, and diaries, Eileen Power enables us to envision Chaucer's vivacious prioress in clearer historical context.
TRY THIS
Write a short story in which Madame Eglentyne is a central character. You may first want to read Chaucer's portrait of her in the General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales, as well as read more about women's lives in the Middle Ages.


JANUARY 10
“Theodore Roosevelt and the Panama Canal”
by Paul Johnson
from A History of the American People
Theodore Roosevelt's most notable achievement, in some ways, was to push through the Panama Canal. That meant softening up with cash the corrupt and venal government of Colombia, which owned the Panama Isthmus. Under the Hay-Herran Treaty of 1903, America was to build the canal and pay Colombia $10 million down and an annual rental of $250,000. The Colombian government, to the fury of TR, upped its demand to $25 million. Unwilling to be hornswoggled by what he called … ‘the foolish and homicidal corruptionists of Bogata,' TR connived at a local conspiracy to set up a separate state of Panama, recognized by his government in November 1903. A new treaty was put through immediately with the Panamanian government, on the same financial terms, but which extended the width of the Canal Zone from 6 to 10 miles and gave the United States ‘in perpetuity, the use, occupation and control' of it.
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
History might be thought of as a lens that brings events into sharp focus, and the sharper the focus, the messier the events become. What in, say, an almanac might be described as a simple event about the Panama Canal — that it began in 1903 and took thirty-five years to complete — becomes a complicated political intrigue when historians like Paul Johnson examine the event in minute detail.
TRY THIS
Think of a well-known event in world history — e.g., the building of the Great Wall of China, the trial of Socrates, the English Civil War, the battle of Little Big Horn, the Teapot Dome Scandal — and write an essay that emphasizes the little-known behind-the-scenes events that bring to light the big picture.


JANUARY 11
“Apollo and Daphne” by Ovid
from Metamorphoses, Bk. I. Translated by Horace Gregory

So did Apollo's heart break into flames, The sterile fires that feed on empty hopes. And while he gazed at Daphne's floating hair That fell in tendrils at her throat and forehead

He thought, “What if that fair head wore a crown?”

He looked into her eyes and saw the stars.

Though staring does not satisfy desire, His eyes praised all they saw — her lips, her fingers, Her hands, her naked arms from wrist to shoulder;

And what they did not see he thought the best.

Yet she ran from him swifter than light air

That turns to nothingness as we pursue it, Nor did she stop to hear Apollo calling: “O daughter of the deep green-shadowed River,

Who follows you is not your enemy.

…

The god by grace of hope, the girl, despair, Still kept their increasing pace until his lips

Breathed at her shoulder; and almost spent, The girl saw waves of a familiar river, Her father's home, and in a trembling voice Called, “Father, if your waters still hold charms

To save your daughter, cover with green earth

The body I wear too well,” and as she spoke

A soaring drowsiness possessed her; growing

In earth she stood, white thighs embraced by climbing

Bark, her white arms branches, her fair head swaying

In a cloud of leaves; all that was Daphne bowed

In the stirring of the wind, the glittering green

Leaf twined within her hair and she was laurel.

Even now Phoebus embraced the lovely tree

Whose heart he felt still beating in its side; He stroked its branches, kissed the sprouting bark.

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

Ovid was one of the most popular and controversial Roman poets. Emperor Augustus accused Ovid of corrupting youth, sending him into permanent exile and burning his manuscripts. Ovid's great poem retells the Greek myths. In the story of how Apollo strove to subdue Daphne, Ovid captures the intensity of the sun god's love of the mortal girl, whose beauty rivaled nature — indeed, who literally is transformed into a tree in order to escape the god's sexual advances.


TRY THIS

Write your own prose or poetic rendering of the Apollo-Daphne story. For ex-ample, you might make Apollo a prince and Daphne a peasant girl possessing magical powers.





JANUARY 12
“General Prologue” by Geoffrey Chaucer
from The Canterbury Tales
[Original Middle English]
Ye goon to Caunterbury — God yow speede
The blissful martir quite yow youre meede!
And wel I woot, as ye goon by the weye,
Ye shapen yow to talen and to playe;
For trewely, confort ne myrthe is noon
To ride by the waye doumb as a stoon;
And therefore wol I maken yow disport,
As I seydeerst, and doon yow som confort.
…
This is the point, to speken short and pleyn,
That ech of yow, to shorte with oure weye,
In this viage shall tell tales tweye
To Caunterbury-ward, I mene it so,
And homeward he shall tellen othere two,
Of aventures that whilom han bifalle.
And which of yow that bereth 
hym best of alle,
That is to seyn, that telleth in this caas
Tales of best sentence and moost solaas,
Shal have a soper at our aller cost …
[Modern English version by Fred White]
You're on your way to Canterbury — 
God speed!
May the blessed martyr reward you!
And well I know, as you make your way there,
You'll tell stories and have a good time;
For truly, there can be no comfort or mirth
To ride along dumb as a stone;
And therefore I'll make for you a pastime,
As I said before, to give you some comfort.
…
This is the point, to speak concisely 
and plainly,
So each of you, to make the way 
seem shorter,
Shall tell each tell two stories, one
On the way to Canterbury — I mean it —
And the other two on the way home,
Of adventures that have befallen him.
And whoever tells his story best of all,
That is to say, whoever tells in this case
Tales that are the wisest and 
most entertaining,
Shall be given a dinner at our cost …
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
The Canterbury Tales is a high-spirited (in all senses of spirited!) celebration of life in all of its guises. As the pilgrims make their way from London to Canterbury to pay homage to Thomas Becket, each tells a story that is at once entertaining and morally instructive. So well do these tales achieve their dual purpose that the work seems to be celebrating the power of storytelling itself, and the role that storytelling plays in actually shaping and defining our lives, not merely serving as a diversion or entertainments.
TRY THIS
Write a frame story in which you bring several persons (the more diverse the better!) together for a common purpose — to make a modern-day pilgrimage.


JANUARY 13
“An Essay on Criticism” by Alexander Pope
Of all the causes which conspire to blind
Man's erring judgment, and 
misguide the mind,
What the weak head with 
strongest bias rules
Is pride, the never-failing vice of fools.
Whatever Nature has in worth deny'd,
She gives in large recruits of needful pride;
For as in bodies, thus in souls, we find
What wants in blood and spirits, swell'd with wind:
Pride, where wit fails, steps 
in to our defence,
And fills up all the mighty void of sense.
If once right reason drives that cloud away,
Truth breaks upon us with resistless day.
Trust not yourself; but your defects to know,
Make use of ev'ry friend — and ev'ry foe.
A little learning is a dang'rous thing;
Drink deep, or taste not the Pierian spring:
There shallow draughts 
in-toxicate the brain,
And drinking largely sobers us again.
Fir'd at first sight with what 
the Muse imparts,
In fearless youth we tempt 
the heights of arts,
While from the bounded level of our mind,
Short views we take, nor see 
the lengths behind;
But more advanc'd, behold 
with strange surprise
New distant scenes of endless science rise!
So please'd at first the tow'ring Alps we try,
Mount o'er the vales, and seem 
to tread the sky;
Th' eternal snows appear already past,
And the first clouds and mountains seem the last;
But, those attain'd, we tremble to survey
The growing labours of the lengthen'd way,
Th' increasing prospect tires 
our wand'ring eyes,
Hills peep o'er hills, and 
Alps on Alps arise!
A perfect judge will read each work of wit
With the same spirit that its author writ:
Survey the whole, nor seek 
slight faults to find
Where nature moves, and rapture 
warms the mind.
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
The Age of Enlightenment witnessed the rise of modern science, of democratic rule, and the re-evaluation of humanity's relationship to nature. The arts were regarded as vehicles for transmitting Enlightenment ideas most effectively. Alexander Pope brilliantly captures these ideals while at the same time lampooning misguided views. We call his poetry didactic: It conveys insightful truths about human nature, but in a manner (e.g., the poetic form known as heroic couplets, adapted from ancient Greek epic poetry) that delights us with its cleverness and satiric bite.
TRY THIS
Take an adage such as “Two wrongs don't make a right,” and develop the adage into a poetic meditation, making use of imaginative analogies and concrete examples.


JANUARY 14
A Connecticut Yankee in 
King Arthur's Court
by Mark Twain
Mainly the Round Table talk was monologues — narrative accounts of the adventures in which … prisoners were captured and their friends and backers killed and stripped of their steeds and armor. As a general thing — as far as I could make out — these murderous adventures were not forays undertaken to avenge injuries, nor to settle old disputes or sudden fallings out; no, as a rule they were simply duels between strangers — duels between people who had never even been introduced to each other, and between whom existed no cause of offense whatsoever. Many a time I had seen a couple of boys, strangers, meet by chance, and say simultaneously, “I can lick you,” and go at it on the spot; but I had always imagined until now, that that sort of thing belonged to children only, and was a sign and mark of childhood; but here were these big boobies sticking to it and taking pride in it clear up into full age and beyond. Yet there was something very engaging about these great simple-hearted creatures, something attractive and lovable. There did not seem to be brains enough in the entire nursery, so to speak, to bait a fish-hook with, but you didn't seem to mind that, after a little, because you soon saw that brains were not needed in a society like that, and, indeed would have marred it, hindered it, spoiled its symmetry — perhaps rendered its existence impossible.
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
By placing his no-nonsense protagonist, Hank Morgan, in sixth-century England, Mark Twain gave himself the ideal opportunity to poke fun not only at medieval-minded ideas (like monarchy, superstition, and ostentation), but (a little less obviously) on modern-day (i.e., nineteenth-century) progressivism and industrialism as well. Along the way, readers have great fun enjoying the juxtaposition of two very different world views thirteen centuries apart, and the comic mayhem Morgan causes when he imposes his pragmatic ideals on a society swayed by pageantry, magic, and the divine right of kings.
TRY THIS
Write a story in which individuals from two vastly different cultures or time-periods come together. You might present it as a time-travel story similar to Twain's, or you might simply draw from history — the Spanish Conquistadors' confrontation with the Aztecs, for example.


JANUARY 15
“The Sound of Trees”
by Robert Frost
from Mountain Interval and The Poetry of Robert Frost

I wonder about the trees.
Why do we wish to bear
Forever the noise of these
More than another noise
So close to our dwelling place?
We suffer them by the day
Till we lose all measure of pace,
And fixity in our joys,
And acquire a listening air.
They are that that talks of going
But never gets away;
And that talks no less for knowing,
As it grows wiser and older,

That now it means to stay.
My feet tug at the floor
And my head sways to my shoulder
Sometimes when I watch trees sway,
From the window or the door.
I shall set forth for somewhere,
I shall make the reckless choice
Some day when they are in voice
And tossing so as to scare
The white clouds over them on.
I shall have less to say,
But I shall be gone.
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
One of the best loved of modern poets, Robert Frost (1874–1963) is sometimes thought of as a poet of nature — which is true, but not in the romantic sense of the word. For Frost, nature holds profound and often disturbing mysteries of which we can only catch fleeting glimpses. The result, as with “The Sound of Trees,” is a poetry that poses questions without clear answers; a poetry that tends to leave us more in the dark than before. Like us, trees grow old; but unlike us, they are more clearly rooted in nature and a part of the forces of nature. As we pass into oblivion, they remain.
TRY THIS
Try your hand at a poem that describes an object of nature such as a tree, a flower, a mountain, a river, or a waterfall — and use it as a springboard for contemplating the mysteries of being that it conjures up for you.


JANUARY 16
“The Surgeon as Priest”
by Richard Selzer
from Mortal Lessons: Notes on the Art of Surgery
One enters the body in surgery, as in love, as though one were an exile returning at last to his hearth, daring uncharted darkness in order to reach home. Turn sideways, if you will, and slip with me into the cleft I have made. Do not fear the yellow meadows of fat, the red that sweats and trickles where you step. Here, give me your hand. Lower between the beefy cliffs. Now rest a bit upon the peritoneum. All at once, gleaming, the membrane parts … and you are in.
It is the stillest place that ever was. As though suddenly you are struck deaf. … This is no silence of the vacant stratosphere, but the awful quiet of ruins, of rainbows, full of expectation and holy dread. Soon you shall know surgery as a Mass served with Body and Blood, wherein disease is assailed as though it were sin.
Touch the great artery. Feel it bound like a deer in the might of its lightness, and know the thunderless boil of the blood. Lean for a bit against this bone. It is the only memento you will leave to the earth.
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
A retired surgeon and professor of surgery with the Yale School of Medicine, Richard Selzer has also distinguished himself as an essayist who initiates the reader into the operating room and the physician's daily routines. What enables laypersons to comprehend a practice that would otherwise be too technical or arcane are the startling metaphors — the uncharted darkness of the body's interior; the yellow meadows of fat, and so forth. Metaphorical language enables us to understand and appreciate those specialized areas of human endeavor that would otherwise be lost to us.
TRY THIS
All of us have acquired a certain degree of medical knowledge, if only through our regular visits with our physicians, our illnesses, our medications. Write an essay about one such medical experience, engaging the reader with metaphorical language where appropriate.


JANUARY 17
Hunger of Memory:
 The Education of Richard Rodriguez
by Richard Rodriguez
The bilingualists insist that a student should be reminded of his differences from others in mass society, his heritage. But they equate mere separateness with individuality. The fact is that only in private — with intimates — is separateness from the crowd a prerequisite for individuality. … In public, by contrast, full individuality is achieved, paradoxically, by those who are able to consider themselves members of the crowd. Thus it happened for me: Only when I was able to think of myself as an American, no longer an alien in gringo society, could I seek the rights and opportunities necessary for full public individuality.
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
One of the most debated topics in American education today is over the manner of teaching English as a second language: Should teachers take a bilingual approach or an English-only (immersion) approach? Is it possible to have both at once (bilingual and immersion)? The arguments are compelling for each model.
TRY THIS
	Write a story in which your protagonist is an adolescent or young adult whose native language is not English, who does not know a word of English, and whose most promising job prospect requires that he be proficient (if not completely fluent) in English.

	What approach to teaching English as a second language do you advocate? Defend your approach in a persuasive essay.




JANUARY 18
A Thief of Time
by Tony Hillerman
The moon lit only part of the [canyon] wall, and the slanting light made it difficult to see, but she [anthropologist Dr. Eleanor Friedman-Bernal] stopped to inspect it. In this light, the tapered, huge-shouldered shape of the mystic Anasazi shaman lost its color and became merely a dark form. Above it a clutter of shapes danced, stick figures, abstractions: the inevitable Kokopelli, his humped shape bent, his flute pointed almost at the ground … the zigzag band of pigment representing a snake. Then she noticed the horse. … A Navajo addition, obviously, since the Anasazi had vanished three hundred years before the Spanish came on their steeds. It was a stylized horse, with a barrel body and straight legs. … The rider seemed to be a Kokopelli — Watersprinkler, the Navajos called him. At least the rider seemed to be blowing a flute. Had this addition been there before? She couldn't remember. Such Navajo additions weren't uncommon. But this one puzzled her. Then she noticed, at each of the three feet of the animal, a tiny prone figure. Three. Each with the little circle representing the head separated from the body. Each with one leg cut away.
Sick. And they hadn't been here four years ago. These she would have remembered.
For the first time [she] became aware of the darkness, the silence, her total isolation. She had dropped her backpack while she rested. Now she picked it up, put an arm through the carry strap, changed her mind. She unzipped a side pocket and extracted the pistol.
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
Some of the most enjoyable mysteries published are set in a specific historical cultural context, be it ancient Rome during the time of Julius Caesar, England during the reign of Henry VIII, or — in the case of a Tony Hillerman novel — the American Southwest of the present day. Readers not only become absorbed in a baffling murder mystery, they also learn a great deal about the period, as in this case, American Indian archaeology, spirituality, and folklore.
TRY THIS
Your first step for writing a mystery with a historical setting is to write a two-page detailed description of the setting in which your story will unfold, drawing from your own experiences. Let your descriptions evoke the mood and more than one of the senses — not just sights.


JANUARY 19
“Higher Laws”
by Henry David Thoreau
from Walden
As I came home through the woods with my string of fish, trailing my pole, it being now quite dark, I caught a glimpse of a woodchuck stealing across my path, and felt a strange thrill of savage delight, and was strongly tempted to seize and devour him raw; not that I was hungry then, except for that wildness which he represented. Once or twice, however, while I lived at the pond, I found myself ranging the woods, like a half-starved hound, with a strange abandonment, seeking some kind of venison which I might devour, and no morsel could have been too savage for me. The wildest scenes had become unaccountably familiar. I found in myself, and still find, an instinct toward a higher, or, as it is named, spiritual life, as do most men, and another toward a primitive rank and savage one, and I reverence them both. I love the wild not less than the good.
FOR FURTHER REFLECTION
Walden is not just a nature book or memoir or philosophical treatise, but an endlessly fascinating synthesis of all three. After sharing his ideas of simplicity, of living “deliberately as nature,” and explaining why he thinks “the mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation,” Thoreau surveys his own (and by extension our own) psychic landscape, where morality and instinct collide. Human civilization, we learn from Freud, endures as a result of the struggle between the desire to satisfy basic human needs, including the gratification of various appetites, and the need to live rational, principled, organized lives.
TRY THIS
In a short story, dramatize a situation in which your protagonist must find a way to reconcile his or her need to fulfill basic desires and the need to find moral centeredness. Give your story either a rural or urban setting — past, present, or future.
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