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To lift such a
heavy weight


Sisyphus, you
will need all your daring.


I do not lack
the courage for such a task


But the end is
far and time is short.


 


                                          
– Irène Némirovsky


 








INTRODUCTION:


To Those Who Are Condemned to Write





 


 


Over a long career of writing, teaching, and
publishing, occasionally I’ve had to give a few people the bad news.


They’re condemned to be
writers.


To some this comes as a
surprise. To others, it confirms what they’ve suspected for a long time.


That’s how it was with me.
My mother struggled to feed three children, with the aid of a relief check and
surplus food. But her greatest gift lay around me: books.


One afternoon we were
sitting on the back porch, and she was reading to me. I couldn’t have been more
than four, possibly even younger. I had a habit of asking where things came
from. Where did animals// come from? Where did the sky come from?


She had a stock answer: “God
made it.”


That afternoon I asked, “Where
do books come from?”


And then she said – the most impactful single sentence ever spoken to me
– “Writers write them.”


 


* * *


 


I’ve published nearly
fifty books so far. They include regional novels, best-selling thrillers,
science fiction, historicals, and nonfiction. My work’s been translated into
Japanese, Dutch, Italian, Hungarian, and Serbo-Croatian, and rights have been
sold for films. I was a founding editor of The New Virginia Review, and
am currently a fellow of the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts, core faculty
at the Ossabaw Island Writers Retreat, a board member of the Northern
Appalachian Review and the Eastern Shore Public Library, and publisher at
Northampton House Press. A one-act play was recently produced at the ZEST
Theatre in Zurich.


 I’ve also taught. Writers
I’ve mentored have been taken on by major literary agencies, published by major
houses, appeared on New York Times and Amazon bestseller lists, won
prestigious prizes, and become college and university teachers of English and
Creative Writing. 


Along with writing and
teaching, I’ve worked other jobs over the years: doughnut machine cleaner,
naval officer, technical writer, magazine freelancer, submarine engineer,
defense analyst, developmental editor. 


   Many would-be authors
doubt they can make a living writing. And they’re right to, but it’s not the
only way to build a career.  In the first place, writing’s so hard, and takes
so much time, it’s relaxing to take a break and do something else. And it can
give you wonderful background and story ideas!


 The second advantage is
that being able to get your daily bread in some other way – and that includes a
partner who’ll support you – means you can take years to polish a project, and
if it doesn’t succeed you aren’t devastated, at least not financially. 


But what about AI? As we
got to press it’s possible to send an agentic bot ($20-$100 a month
subscription) a text prompt from your phone specifying a topic and a style. By
the time you get home, it will have written 50,000-word text, designed a cover,
written marketing materials, researched and set prices, and uploaded everything
to online sales sites. Of course, this “book” will be a turgid paste of
clichés, logical errors, slop, and plagiarization, but some fools will buy it
instead of a novel or nonfiction book written by a human being. Is AI
foreclosing your career? Will the robots obsolete you before you even start?


First, let me reassure
you: This book was not written by an AI. (Except for snippets cited as
examples, which will be marked as such.) I researched it in the library of my
local monastery and wrote it with a quill pen by candlelight, on parchment made
from the stretched and dried skin of a lamb.


I’m having you on . . . of
course. I wrote it with Microsoft Word, on a wireless keyboard. I Googled for
research and went online to test several programs. I proofed with spell check
and a grammatical program. I ran a draft through another program to evaluate
the grade level and fix sentences that were too long. I converted the penultimate
manuscript to a PDF and sent it to several colleagues, some on other
continents, for comment. Finally, I merged everything, printed it, and read it
aloud to confirm it made sense.


But I did begin my career
writing first drafts in longhand with a fountain pen, then typing a second on
25% cotton bond with a Royal 440. After many emendations and revisions, carried
out with Wite-Out and pencil, I typed the final deliverable with two sets of
carbons. I recall the lifting of my heart when my first printer, driven by a
clunky gray desktop, began loudly hammering out a clean copy . . . automatically.


Another inflection point
arrived with spell check programs. I found their tendency to miss homophones
annoying. But they did flag typos. 


Grammar checking programs
proved even more irritating, but they had one redeeming feature: the automated
reading-level test. This helped me estimate how accessible a piece of work would
be.


Editing evolved as well. For
many years I taught the craft and art of line editing using symbols passed down
from the dawn of typography. Then Track Changes arrived. It took longer than
hand editing. It was less flexible. But one has to adapt, even when it seems
like a step backward.


I’m still something of a
retro geek. I enjoy writing notes with vintage pens, and one office wall holds
a portable typewriter collection; some date back to the 1930s. But over the
decades, I’ve made a conscious effort to keep up with technology – especially
tech that helps me produce better prose, faster, without errors.


Does AI offer that? Or
will it lead to total displacement of the human writer?


It should come as no news
that we stand at an inflection point. If presented with a carefully written prompt,
or a series of them, digital algorithms can write coherent prose, and (not to
be scoffed at) it’s grammatically correct, if uninspiring and often factually
wrong. Huge changes are afoot in publishing, content generation, copywriting, journalism,
and every other field that requires facility with words. There are those who
believe writing itself will become merely a province of AI in the not-too-distant
future.


I don’t think the
Singularity is on us just yet. True, certain formulaic types of writing are
increasingly generated by LLMs – large language models.  Whole career fields
will be decimated or radically changed. But I believe the truly creative
aspects of our work – our poetry, our memoirs, our plays, our novels – will
remain dependent on human writers, even if we employ some digital tools. 


For the final truth is
this: AIs cannot feel. They cannot know. And thus, though they parrot our
words, they can’t speak to us as humans have always spoken to one another.


Words are not just symbols,
computed via an algorithm in a bland regurgatorium of previous prose. They’re
culture, joy, tragedy, suffering. They’re not “content” or “output.” They’re
the shared soul of the human race, crossing the boundaries of time and age,
race and class.


In this book I’ll offer
hints and advice on how to adapt and persist. And in a dedicated chapter, I’ll examine
how to take advantage, and where to be skeptical of, programs that claim to
write useful material on their own. I’ll look at the pros and cons, and try to
forecast how they’ll challenge us. Warn you, about abandoning or outsourcing
your creativity and judgement to the programs you subscribe to. And then, what
we can do to stay in the game.


A sudden leap forward’s
always possible. But my conclusion to date is that rather than obsoleting most writers,
editors, and teachers, technology’s making our task both easier and harder. Easier,
in that it’s faster to lay down some smattering of words. Harder, in that those
words (in final draft) will have to be better than ever to shine in an ever
more fiercely-competitive market.


 


* * *


 


So, do you suspect you’re
a writer? The evidence – that you’ve read this far – seems to say so. It thus
falls to me to pass on the craft. To do that, I’ll address the process of
building a sturdy structure. Then, how to clothe it with vivid words. Finally, I’ll
address marketing your work and building a career.


 I believe the old saw that everyone has a book in them.
A worthwhile novel, short story, play, screenplay, nonfiction work, memoir, or
even a video game. And if it’s well done, it will find an audience.


Where do they come from? Writers
write them.


So, as I’ve ended my
missives to my students, hundreds if not thousands of times over the years –


Onward!










 


 


 


 


 


 


Part I:


The Preparation
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Reading Yourself In:


Learning Your Genre and Universe





 


 


 


I‘ve often been amazed how little familiarity certain
wannabe writers have with literature in general, let alone within the genre
they plan (or hope) to write in.


 Should I pause here to
define ‘genre’?


 Once upon a time, all
literature was . . . literature. All writing was . . . writing. (Though
Aristotle did distinguish among prose, poetry, and performance.) 


When Jonathan Swift wrote Gulliver’s
Travels, it wasn’t called fantasy. When Mary Shelley published Frankenstein;
Or, the Modern Prometheus, it wasn’t science fiction. When Jane Austen
wrote Pride and Prejudice, it wasn’t a romance novel. When Edgar Allan
Poe write “The Pit and the Pendulum,” it wasn’t horror. When Arthur Conan Doyle
wrote the Sherlock Holmes stories, they weren’t mysteries. 


 Back then, readers could
distinguish the type of story they wanted to read simply by noting the name of
the author. Readers knew what they could expect from Jack London or Daphne Du
Maurier. 


 But as literacy and
publishing proliferated, the need to distinguish one form of popular fiction
from another required a marketing distinction. Book jackets helped. Between
about 1870 through 1920 they evolved from plain paper wrappings, mainly to
protect the text block, to an advertising medium, with illustrations,
teasers (seductive synopses), author biographies, even photos of the writer.[1]
Today the taxonomy includes romance, science fiction, fantasy, mystery,
thrillers, “women’s fiction,” (I hate that term, along with “chick lit”),
trauma stories, historicals, dystopias, and many other genres and subgenres,
not to mention crossovers.


 If your work takes place
in the present day, in a bourgeois setting, portraying adults, without
fantastic elements or adventures, it’s just ‘mainstream fiction.’ If for
example the protagonist is an English professor at a small New England college
who has an affair with a grad student, this seems, for some reason, to be
considered literary. (My half-in-jest definition of a popular work: a book
someone might actually want to buy.)


 One could quarrel with
every sentence above, but let’s return to reading.


 


* * *


 


 One ploy I used to get a
handle on how literarily au courant a prospective grad student might be was to
administer a test. (Included as an appendix, if you want to quiz yourself.) This
listed every novel I felt I could address based on the fact I could recall
enough about the plot, characters, and style to discuss it more or less
intelligently. I asked the student to mark all those they had read,
explaining that this was to establish a common universe of reference within
which we could communicate.


 All too often, the
results were . . . less than encouraging. Fully five out of ten entering
postgraduate (MA-level) creative writing students evidenced an acquaintance only
with those works they’d been assigned to study in high school.


  The rest of the universe
of literature was as darkness and chaos to them.


 This raised questions. First,
what had they been doing with their time? Second, how did they think they could
become writers, without having read? And finally, what made them want
to, given such a low level of interest in what they hoped to produce?


 Why would folks who haven’t
read much want to write? This used to make me feel scornful. I think I
understand it now, though. If you respect books, but never had a literary
education, writing’s something to aspire to.


 But the first step in
becoming a writer, of any kind, is to have read. How? I think there are
four major ways. First widely; then narrowly. Then analytically; and finally,
with a discrete goal in mind for one’s current project.


 


* * *


 


 Let’s consider wide
(omnivorous) reading first.


 Wide reading provides a
multitude of advantages. First, it establishes a basic array of facts,
situations, settings, vocabularies, and human types. A universe of knowledge that’s
fundamental for a writer, who must navigate oceans of facts and fictions to
formulate a credible story. Or even a story that isn’t true to life, but
feels internally consistent to a reader who’s also more or less familiar with how
the world works.


 Second, wide reading
embrocates the brain with the elements of ‘proper’ (commonly accepted) grammar
and syntax that one struggles in vain to master later in life. (In a way, this
is like the wide mass of data and rules an AI must be programmed with before it
begins to function.) 


 Even without the test, I
found it easy to guess which of my students were readers from the quality of
their prose. Non-readers’ texts were trite, bland, ridden with errors, and
obviously derivative of movies, television, and games. Their flat and not very
vivid work was written almost entirely in summary.


This wasn’t from a lack of
imagination. Many were quite creative. But without the skill to present their
ideas in striking ways, their thoughts came across as less than impressive.


 As I mentioned in the
Introduction, my most valuable inheritance was a love of books. There weren’t
all that many in our home, but those few that were, were valued. My mother read.
So did my dad, though he was more into pulp magazines.


All through my childhood,
I escaped from the worry about food and money and where we could live by
reading. I spent my free time at libraries, devouring anything and everything,
and when they closed I’d lug home four or five volumes – however many the
librarian let me have – to read at home.


Those libraries were
established by a Scots-born philanthropist, and how much good they’ve done over
the generations! I’ve tried to repay that debt by building a new library in the
impoverished county I live in now. That building’s filled with children, intent
on the screens and pages that open a wider world. I serve on regional and state
library boards, and defend free access to reading in a world that seems to be
growing hostile to the concept.


 What else does a writer
learn from wide reading?


Technique. Pacing. Style. Sense
of place. Where scene or summary is the best choice for advancing a story. Transitions.
Characterization. Description. 


We learn from works that
fail as well as from those we admire. We learn what bores us, and thus what
will put our future readers to sleep. We sense when an author’s bossily intruding
into a story, or skipping too quickly over a point that needed clarification.


 And . . . very gradually .
. . we begin to notice missed opportunities. We begin to question why a
certain character’s arc ended too swiftly, or furrow our brows when an author
resorts to a cliché or a too-pat resolution. At some point we say aloud, “I
could have done better than this.” 


That’s the beginning of
critical thinking.


 Gradually, as we read, we
also begin to choose our genres. Mysteries may appeal, or fantasy, or sober
nonfiction, or historical fiction, or memoir. 


In part, I’m convinced,
this is not purely a case of our own predilections. We’re also molded by what
we experience. Outside environments affect us too. Our friends, schoolmates,
parents may consciously or unconsciously steer us in one direction or another.


 


* * *


 


 The second way to read is
narrowly: more clearly focused on the types of books one anticipates writing
one day.


 The obvious reason to do
this is to become familiar with what’s already been published in your field.


In general, you don’t want
to repeat what’s been done before, and probably better – since it was by a
seasoned writer. You want to bring forth something new. In some genres, such as
SF, that’s absolutely essential. Perhaps in others, such as cozy mysteries or
not-too-demanding romance, it may be enough to take a previously imagined idea
and ring a few changes on it; readers in some genres seem content with a well-seasoned
reheating of much the same dish. (But as I’ll discuss later, this may leave you
in danger of being replaced by large language models.)


 When I left the Navy to
become a writer, I already had the wide-reading part down pat, though what I’d
read wasn’t all literature. It included a raft of nonfiction as well. Thus, it
was time to narrow my bandwidth. I planned to read myself into the thriller
genre.


 When I walked off the
quarterdeck I had no training as a writer, aside from one short but, in
retrospect, useful course at the Naval Academy. So I became, as Robert Louis
Stevenson called himself, a “sedulous ape” – a time-honored way for writers to
learn.


 Since I had an
engineering background, I tried to reverse-engineer successful work. I
studied the adventure novelists of the day and outlined the plots of their
books. Then I wrote one. I sent it out to fifteen publishers and got it back
fifteen times. It would sell later, but not just then.


 Later, when I began to
aim beyond the thriller and adventure genre, I widened the lens again. 


At the same time I was
freelancing, I began a crash course in literature. This involved reading, from
the beginning of their careers, everything that Stendhal, Faulkner, Dreiser,
Tolstoy, Solzhenitsyn, Burroughs, Lawrence, Jane Austen, Charlotte Bronte, Mary
Renault, Wilkie Collins, Dostoyevsy, Conrad, Sinclair Lewis, Emil Zola, Aldous
Huxley, and Gustave Flaubert ever wrote, along with their letters,
autobiographies, and criticism. And always, always, I kept slaving away on
several seemingly unsalable novels.


 This is where I began to
read analytically. To analyze means to take apart. To study a machine, a
process, a book to see what makes it work.


This wasn’t criticism as
it’s practiced today. I wasn’t reading for sociological relevance, or for
reader response theory or in terms of Marxism or feminism or social justice.
(Though I was attracted to writing that examined the downtrodden or liminal –
which was why Steinbeck, Dreiser, Zola, and Lewis appealed.) It was more
narrowly focused on the question, What was the writer’s intent and what
techniques did he or she employ to convey it? 


Just one example: When
Zola wants to make a point about conspicuous consumption, he employs rapidly
alternating scenes of plenty and penury. I consciously employed this technique
for exactly the same reason in my novel Winter in the Heart.


 The final rationale for
reading even more narrowly is to deliberately ‘flavor” your style.


 For example, my Hemlock
County series of novels were praised as being reminiscent of Faulkner. This
wasn’t an accident. Each morning, after examining the chapter outline (we’ll
get to that later) and internalizing what I’d have to write that day, I’d read
a few paragraphs of Bill F before beginning. This definitely affected the way I
structured sentences. They became longer, more rhythmic, and more complex, with
subordinate clauses and repeated, sometimes supererogatory adjectives.


 These were the only
novels I employed this tactic with overall. (And I had to go back and cut a
heck of a lot in second through fifth drafts, since it was too much.) However,
it’s also useful when I’m reaching for a particular effect in one particular
passage.


In The Whiteness of the
Whale, I wanted to craft a funnel opening that that imparted or
foreshadowed a creepy, dissociative, malevolent feel by describing a landscape
as Dr. Sara Pollard looked out the window of a descending airliner. To prepare,
I read several of HP Lovecraft’s openings, and isolated the descriptors that
rendered his mood of ominous foreboding. Consciously trying to evoke the same
feelings by means of different words (of course) was a useful exercise. Whether
it was successful or not is for the reader to judge!


 Now, a warning. Though I
don’t see anything wrong with attempting to see how a given writer created an
effect – writers have deployed this learning process for as long as we have
records, and it’s always been one of the royal roads to achieving fluency – one
can’t use someone else’s words. Nor it is fruitful to hew too
closely to another writer’s method.


After all, the goal is to
evolve one’s own style . . . though fluidity and adaptability are also part of
a style. 


 


* * *


 


 The reading doesn’t stop
once one’s achieved some success. This is a fast-evolving field!


When I began teaching at
the postgraduate level, it was time to study educational theory, literary
theory, and the pedagogy and epistemology of creative writing. Also, my
students pushed me to explore genres I’d never ventured into before:
post-apocalyptic fiction, urban fantasy, dark fantasy, Asian history, gay and
trans fiction, trauma memoir, fan fiction based on open world video games. Each
investigation proved that ideas abounded, but that the basics – storytelling,
craft, care, execution – remained the same for each genre.


 There’s no single
perfect way to write a story or novel. As it unfolds, each story presents
the author with a series of choices. Each choice forecloses others. And each in
turn directs the narrative down a different path. Not necessarily a worse, or a
better, but a different one.


The bottom line: read
widely, but read analytically too, to stock your workshop with tools you can
reach for as your story may demand!


 


* * *


 


Now, the question every
would-be writer should devote some serious thought to. Is it wiser to strike
out on one’s own? Or is it smarter to commit to a degree program in literature
or creative writing?


I’ll discuss that question
in depth in a later chapter. But, briefly, it’s up to you which route you
choose. Any of several roads will get you there, but even superhighways can
have potholes. 


 My advice would be to
peruse this book carefully, and keep an open mind. If you decide to seek an
academic degree, or even sit in on a few writing classes, you’ll find the
terminology and concepts very similar to the language in these pages.


 At the very least, I can
recommend these excellent craft books to start with:


 


 THE ART OF FICTION:
Notes on Craft for Young Writers, by John Gardner. What fiction is made of
– plot, sentence structure, characterization, concrete language, evocative
description, and clear point of view – and how a writer combines these into a
vivid, well-crafted story. 


 


SELF-EDITING FOR FICTION
WRITERS: How to Edit Yourself Into Print, by Renni Browne and Dave King. Not just
for novelists! An essential and practical guide to getting a first-draft
manuscript into publishable shape, with exercises, invaluable techniques and
technical advice. Especially good are the “Show and Tell,” “Point of View,” and
“Easy Beats” chapters.


 


 


DRAFT NO. 4: On The
Writing Process,
by John McPhee. A fantastic how-to book every nonfiction writer should read
three times with a pencil in hand, while reminding him or herself that McPhee
is a genius and it may not really have to be this complicated.


 


 BUILDING FICTION: How to
Develop Plot and Structure, by Jesse Lee Kercheval. Clear, helpful,
thorough, and understandable advice with a step-by-step approach to crafting
the structure of both short stories and novels, one of the more difficult
aspects of the craft. Good advice, useful examples, and imaginative exercises.


 


 Regardless of whether you
pursue your dream through structured self-study or via a formal degree, a lot
of time with books should be either in your past or your future.


 I hope you enjoy reading!
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Opening the Wellsprings of Creativity





 


 


 


The two most frequent questions I field at writers’
conferences are, “Do you use AI” – which sounds like a wise question but is
actually foolish . . . and “Where do you get your ideas,” which sounds like a
foolish question, but is actually wise. 


It matters not a damn what
tool you write with. We can write the same line with a turkey feather, a Mont
Blanc, a Mac, or by setting it in the printing office, straight out of the type
box, as Bret Harte is said to have done. The quality of the output is what’s
important. If that’s up to par, the process to get there’s subject only to the
test of efficiency.


So we’re not going to talk
about writers’ apps or LLMs just yet. And we’re not going to discuss getting an
agent yet, either.


But if I wanted to
rephrase that initial, naive-sounding second question into a form that doesn’t
sound so simplistic, it might come out: “How can I better establish that link
with my unconscious from which all the great writers say their best work comes;
but from which I myself (the writer who’s asking the question) can only hear
faint echoes, or, most of the time, nothing at all?”


Phrased that way, doesn’t
the question sound less foolish? It is important. There’s actually nothing
more important. It’s at the root of all our work.


 How do you find, and
recognize, a story worth telling, and people (characters)
worth telling it about? 


This is not a
matter of formula. You might be able to write a more-or-less passable short
story that way, but that won’t work very well for a novel or play or screenplay.
And don’t expect an app or LLM to magically furnish you with new ideas, though
sometimes they can trigger a thought.


There’s a
contradiction or dilemma here. We need inspiration to bring us the germ of our
tales. But we, or at least I, eventually grew to mistrust inspiration, because it’s
undependable. We need something more reliable to get us through weeks and
months and sometimes years of work. In my case, that’s turned out to be careful
planning . . . a process which we will cover in excruciating detail in later
chapters. 


But you do have
to either depend on inspiration for that initial spark, or rely on another
person to hand or suggest it to you.


So let’s think about it.
About the mysterious Word with which all art originates; and how we can
persuade, beg, or force whatever hand descends from whatever cloud (or Cloud) to
communicate it to us.


Where do ideas come
from? And: How can we make them come to us? 


I had two dreams not long
ago. In the first, someone formerly close to me sliced off my arm. In fact, it
wasn’t just sliced off, it was cut into sections. I responded by building a wooden
framework and cementing the sections back together using my own blood as an
epoxy. 


The second dream concerned
a plot by red-robed priests to turn all the gold in the world into magically
animated worms, which would then wriggle and fly to their headquarters in
California. 


I recount these dreams not
to shock or amuse, but in order to point out that during the first dream, as
unlikely as this procedure was, at no time did I think, This is impossible,
or This is unlikely, or This blood is not going to work as a glue. And
in the second, I never wondered whether the clergy really had these magical
powers, or, if so, whether someone might intercept the goldworms as they
wriggled their way across the country. 


Has this ever happened to
you? That you’ve awakened from a dream remembering things that were unlikely,
crazy, and contrary to the rules of common sense, were immoral, unfashionable,
impossible for you to do. But at no time, when you were dreaming, did anything
within your mind say, This is unlikely, or contrary to the rules of nature?


This leads me to posit three
separate functions in our brains. Either that, or something outside
ourselves speaks to us while we are asleep. (Both theories have had their
adherents among artists.) I’m going to treat them as separate faculties, or
separate programs in the brain.


But in the end, as at the
end of everything, lies a mystery. 


 


* * *


The first faculty we’ll
talk about is the Creative. It corresponds to Freud’s Id. The ancients
personified it as the Muses.


Let’s go back to this
dream state. It occasionally happens that I come back with a clear recollection
of gazing on pages from some mysterious place beyond, from the recesses of the
mind or the archives of the collective unconscious . . . pages far better than
anything I’ve written consciously, as the result of rational, waking work. 


I believe we all possess a
huge reservoir of creativity. However, we usually have access only through a
very constricted channel. With great coaxing, from time to time a few drops
trickle through.


John Ashbery comes close
to the same thought when he says “Poetry is going on all the time inside, an
underground stream. One can let down one’s bucket and bring the poem up.” 


Note the same metaphor – of
flowing, lifegiving water. 


When I return from one of
these access dreams, and realize how much there is back there – how easy it is
to write in the dream state, but how difficult to bring anything useful back – the
only conclusion I can reach is that something very powerful must inhibit
the creative process during our waking life. 


Now, between the dark and
the light there exists a half-dream country. We pass through it just before
sleep, or right after waking. In this drowsing state we see things we’d never
imagine waking – and we don’t object to them. It’s as if we’re there, observing
the creative faculty at work. 


This is the second
faculty: The Watcher. It neither creates nor objects. It simply
observes. Most of us think of it as, in the last analysis, ourselves. It
corresponds to the Ego, and we could personify it as the Soul. 


Now let’s talk about the
third aspect of our artistic trinity. It’s easy to picture him as a bad guy. He
isn’t, not entirely. He’s just very powerful, and works hard. But once we
understand him, he’ll be a strong partner.


I refer to the voice
inside our heads who says NO. It says no to various things, for various
reasons. In the first case, it’s quick to warn of danger. When an action is
hazardous, impossible, or contrary to physical law. 


For example, when I
contemplate even for a moment stepping off a bridge that has no handrail, he
tells me a) this is dangerous b) contrary to the law of gravity and c) likely
to result in damage to myself. 


I conclude from this that
there’s a part of our mind that only operates when we’re awake that
gives us these NOs. 


I call this faculty the Critic.
It corresponds to the psychoanalytical Superego, and we can personify it
mythologically as Minos, the stern judge.


Now, the majority of these
messages are necessary. They’re life-preserving. They let us dwell in a state
of civilization. Moreover, they’re essential for us as writers.


The problem is that we
artists have to deal differently with all three aspects of our psyches than
most people do. When the normal person writes a line, he gets a loud chorus of “that’s
not spelled right. That’s inadequate. That’s not what I meant to say. That’s
not as good as Jane Smiley, or even Helen Steiner Rice.” 


We can’t operate that way. Sober and awake, we have
to do something normal people do only in sleep or madness.


Somehow, we must silence
the Critic and gain direct access to the Creative. 


Here are twelve ways to do
it. 


Eugene Ionesco said: “I
always use what remains of my dreams of the night before.” William Burroughs: “Many
characters have come to me . . . in a dream, and then I’ll elaborate from
there. I always write down all my dreams.” Carl Jung: “The dream is a little
hidden door in the innermost and most secret recesses of the psyche, opening
into that cosmic night which was psyche long before there was any ego
consciousness . . . “ 


The first technique is the
one I’ve already mentioned: dreams. Freud called them the Royal Road to the
unconscious.


We need to make that road
a transport highway. We want to bring great loads of freight out on it. We have
to pave, broaden, and straighten it, to remove the tolls and state cops between
the conscious and the unconscious minds. 


Most writers know about
keeping a notebook by the bed, or even better, a digital recorder. In those
moments when the critic is not fully awake yet, make notes. They don’t need to
be detailed. Your memory will give you back your dreams once it has a clue. Make
a habit of it! Remember, we’re looking not for occasional, but almost
continuous access. 


Second technique: Praise
the unconscious. (Note we don’t call it the ‘sub’conscious, which downgrades or
delegitimizes it.) When you’ve fetched an idea back, either through dreams or
some other method, treat it like a child, or an animal you want to train. Give
it a pat on the back, or a word of reward. 


Strive never to let your
critic say no to what your unconscious yields up. If it gives you a
dream, never think or say, “What good is this? It doesn‘t make sense.”


Hey. We’re looking for
diamonds, right? A lot of useless rock is going to come up the shaft with them.
It’s our job to filter, rearrange, interpret, cut and polish them so they do
make sense.


So we’re never going to
say ‘no’ to the unconscious. We may not understand what it gives us, at least
not right away. We may never find a use for it. But if we’re smart, we’ll never
ignore, or worse yet, ridicule it. 


 


* * *


 


A third technique of
access is to read deeply in the myths, and perhaps a little in psychotherapy as
well. Jung again; “The typical motifs in dreams . . . permit a comparison with
the motifs of mythology. Many of those mythological motifs . . . are also found
in dreams, often with precisely the same significance . . . The comparison of
typical dream motifs with those of mythology suggests the idea – already put
forward by Nietzsche – that dream-thinking should be regarded as a
phylogenetically older mode of thought. Just as the body bears the traces of
its phylogenetic development, so also does the human mind.” 


Myths present a rising from
the unconscious to the conscious under the guise of story. Children’s stories, folklore,
the classic myths, ancient religions, even the commercial mythologies of DC and
Marvel and Star Wars, are powerful evocations of universal themes. We can use
them in our own work too. 


Understanding the soul of a
story skills us in interpretation as well; and with skill in interpretation
comes the ability to build anew.


 


* * *


 


Another traditional road
to the unconscious is drugs, including alcohol. Coleridge springs to mind.
Supposedly he wrote down the first part of “Kubla Khan” after awakening from an
opium dream, then forgot the rest when he was interrupted by a visitor from
Porlock.


Many other artists have
become more creative, or claimed they did, under various chemical influences.
Jack London talks about this road in his little-known memoir: “My brain was
illuminated by the clear white light of alcohol. John Barleycorn was on a
truth- telling rampage, giving away the choicest secrets on himself. And I was
his spokesman . . . I was a lord of thought, the master of my vocabulary and of
the totality of my experience, unerringly capable of selecting my data and
building my exposition. For so John Barleycorn tricks and lures, setting the
maggots of intelligence gnawing, whispering his fatal intuitions of truth,
flinging purple passages into the monotony of one’s days.” 


Imagine a pharmaceutical that
safely gave us free access to the unconscious. Think of what that could
mean! Instead of years of psychotherapy to reach the causes of neurosis, poor
self-esteem, violence, megalomania . . . we could take a pill. Artists could
have access for hours to their unconscious in the waking state. 


But today’s drugs don’t
provide the access we need. They’re addictive and toxic, and they end by
destroying the ability to work at all.


It happened to London. “Resolutely
I would refrain from drinking until my work was done. But a new and most
diabolical complication arose. The work refused to be done without drinking . .
. I would sit at my desk and dally with pen and pad, but words refused to flow.
My brain could not think the proper thoughts because it was obsessed with the
one thought that across the room in the liquor cabinet stood John Barleycorn.” 


Five years after he wrote
this, before one dawn in November, 1916, Jack London injected himself with a
mixture of morphine and other drugs. He died the next day. He was only forty
years old. 


 


* * *


 


A fifth way to enhance
access to the creative portion of your mind is to make it quite clear that you’re
depending on it for meals. When I was a freelance writer it was hammered into
my unconscious that if it didn’t produce ideas, we wouldn’t eat. 


Today, after so many years
in the business, my unconscious and I have a good partnership. I’m dependent on
it, and it’s dependent on me. We function as a team.


How can you motivate a
lazy subconscious? You might want to quit your day job, or take fewer hours. That
puts the pressure on! If you have a good relationship with it, it will come
through for you. But if there’s no necessity for it to produce, why should it?


 


* * *


 


Technique Number Six. A
University of Chicago psychology professor, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, published Flow.
It explored the phenomenon athletes call the “zone,” moments when we forget
everything but what we’re engaged in. Moments when “action follows action
seamlessly” and results come without effort, as if from some outside force. His
research shows that flow produces superior performance, and moreover, points to
how we can eliminate what he calls “flow blockers.” (Sound familiar?)


His “flow blockers” sound like
our friend the Critic.


Most of my own best work
is done in a kind of creative trance. Scenes happen in front of me. All I have
to do is remember them, or write them down.


Surprisingly, it doesn’t
always occur at the keyboard. It’s not random, though. I’ve learned to prepare
for it, expect it, and let it happen. Common elements in going into this trance
state are a) being in an environment where I can’t be distracted by other
chores, b) being slightly bored, and c) having some repetitive, low-
mental-involvement physical activity going on. 


For me, the trance comes
most often when I’m running. I run slowly, about an hour every other day. This,
combined with the dream method, seems to be the way Leo Tolstoy worked at
Yasnaya Polyana. He said of writing there, “The best thoughts most often come
in the morning after waking, while still in bed or during the walk.” 


Another unblocker for me
is taking long driving trips. One entire novel was downloaded to me during an
eleven-hour drive to Western Pennsylvania. I was pulling over every ten miles
and making notes, and when I got home I sat down and wrote it accordingly.
After that I kept a recorder in the car!


Look for your own moments
of trancelike flow. Have you ever had them? When did they occur? Notice them,
duplicate the conditions, and with practice you can make them happen on
schedule. 


 


* * *


 


Paul Theroux said: “How do
you know that something is worth writing about if you haven’t seen anything
else?” 


What he means, I think, is
that exposing yourself to different environments makes you see your own in a
different light.


When I returned from Micronesia,
I saw American culture differently. When I came back from a visit to Russia, I
saw capitalism and freedom differently. I imagine if we went to another planet
we’d see terrestrial biology and ecology with new eyes. Certainly astronauts
speak of a change. “Ever since Yuri Gagarin became the first human being in
space, 60 years ago this April, astronauts have come home to describe what they
call the Overview Effect: the change that occurs when they see the world from
above, as a place where borders are invisible, where racial, religious and
economic strife are nowhere to be seen.” [2]


Similarly, seek out people
who are different from you. You may have friends you’re comfortable with. But
that comfort probably means you’re not going to hear many new ideas from them.
Seek out and interact with those who may make you uncomfortable, especially
creative people. It does rub off!


Everything novel we
encounter in life makes new connections in our brains. When you get a chance to
do something you’ve never done before, an experience you don’t even think you’d
“like,” or that’s not the sort of thing “people like you” are supposed to do –
consider doing it, simply because it’s so different. 


Henry Miller says, cruelly
but I think with a measure of truth: “The average man . . . is more frightened
of alien ideas than of cold steel or flamethrowers. He has spent most of his
life getting adjusted to
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he’s talking about. Every writer needs to read this one.”
—New York Times bestseller Steve Berry, author of The Ninth Man
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