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ABOUT THE AUTHOR







introduction





Writing can be a deeply fulfilling spiritual experience, as well as an intellectual and artistic one. Consider: You are using words to convey your deepest thoughts and feelings, either to yourself by way of a diary, to your loved ones through letters, or to the whole world through poems, stories, essays, reportage, plays. Regardless of genre, you are wielding that most powerful, mind- and spirit-enhancing tool that civilization has ever invented, the tool of language, and you are doing so in ways that illuminate people’s lives, sometimes improving their lives in practical ways, while at the same time aesthetically delighting them.





Whether you are working on a collection of poems that provides fresh insight into human nature or the natural world, or a memoir that shows how one person has endured and overcome misfortune, or a novel that takes readers on a thrilling adventure or illuminates a dark corner of the human condition or the vagaries of the human heart, you are practicing a wonderful kind of mind-alchemy: the transformation of ideas into stories, private thoughts into public discourse. To think about writing in this manner is ennobling, soul-satisfying—but it can also be intimidating, sometimes to the point where you dare not attempt such alchemy yourself. What can I contribute to the world of letters that Homer and Shakespeare, Tolstoy and Emily Dickinson, have not already contributed? It’s the oldest not-to-write excuse in the world: Nobody can criticize my writing if I don’t write!





The Daily Writer is designed to help awaken and nurture the spiritual side of writing through daily meditation and practice throughout the calendar year. A writer needs to acquire a certain degree of mental readiness, of deep concentration and attentiveness, necessary for embarking on a daunting writing task and then staying on course. Daily meditations are an effective way of reminding you of the care and quality that must go into a writing project. Singular flashes of inspiration do not do the trick; instead, a writer needs to sustain a heightened awareness that must be nurtured from day to day. People write not just because they “get ideas” but because they have immersed themselves in a life of thought and emotional involvement with the world.





HOW TO USE THIS BOOK 





There are at least four ways in which this collection of 366 meditations and the writing tasks that accompany each one of them can help you reach your goal of becoming a successful writer:





1. It can help you integrate writing into your life. Writing is a way of thinking, a way of seeing and interacting with the world; hence, you must give yourself time to make writing as much a part of your life as eating. Tending to your writing on a daily basis will ensure that the writing habit takes hold.





2. It can help you get your writing day off to an effective start.  Daily reflection on any of the topics represented in this book will help place you in the frame of mind needed for literary creativity.





3. It can help you break through writer’s block. It is easy to become immobilized. Concentrating on a topic in this book can help you to take a fresh look at your settings, characters, or story progression.





4. It can help you gain insight into one of the many aspects of the writing craft. Do you have trouble with openings, narrative progression, conflict, specific details, or character development? This book includes entries on these and many other aspects of the craft.





THE IMPORTANCE OF WRITING IN DAILY DOSES 





One morning while gulping down my daily dose of vitamins and wonder drugs, I suddenly found myself wishing: If I could write as regularly as I take my pills, I would have completed a gazillion books by now. Then the writing teacher in me spoke up: Well, what’s keeping you from writing as regularly as you take your pills? Writing, after all, is the best medicine for a writer—not dreaming about writing, not talking about the books you plan to write “one of these days, as soon as I find the time,” not grinding your cognitive wheels, convinced that you must map everything out in your head before committing a word to paper or screen—but old-fashioned, intense, tongue-between-the-teeth writing … every day. Those last two words are the tricky part. How does one keep up a daily writing regimen? The answer is simple: The same way one keeps up the regimen of taking pills daily, by simply doing it, knowing that not doing it will adversely affect your health—in the case of writing, the health of your novel or memoir.





As your project takes shape, you may become more selective in which tasks to work on. This book’s index is oragnized by subject and can help you decide which tasks will be most productive for you, given the present circumstance.





One final note: The Daily Writer is ideal for writers on the move, whether traveling or driving to work every day or running errands of one sort or another or hiking in the wilderness. You can keep this book in your purse or backpack— or on your bedside table. You might have carved out a special time of day for writing, but the thoughts about what you’re writing arrive at all hours.



Here’s to a fulfilling literary year and to your long-term writing success.







JANUARY 1
USES OF ALLEGORY 





Every aspiring writer should read an allegory now and then because it illustrates, in a vivid, compact way, the essence of storytelling. An allegory is a narrative in which abstract principles are represented by persons, places, objects. Thus gluttony might be represented by a foul-smelling swamp or by a grotesquely obese character named Gluttony.





One of the finest allegories ever written is John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress. The hero, Christian (allegories are supposed to be explicit), journeys from the City of Destruction to the Celestial City—but the journey is fraught with nearly overwhelming obstacles like the Slough of Despond into which he sinks because of his heavy burden of sin (think of the Ghost of Marley’s chains in Dickens’ A Christmas Carol), or the Worldly Wiseman, who tries to talk Christian out of his dangerous journey.





In an allegorical story, then, worthy goals are fraught with obstacles the hero must triumph over. Like parables (stories that teach a religious or moral lesson) and fables (stories in which the characters are animals whose actions reveal their wisdom or stupidity), allegories convey wisdom by translating abstract principles into dramatic incidents. We all learn best through example. 





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





Think about the way facets of your life can be represented allegorically. To see how allegory can serve as a guide, read Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women. In this novel, all four of the March girls—Meg, Jo, Amy, and Beth—turn to Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress to guide them through difficult times as they struggle to support their family while their father is away.





TRY THIS





Compose an allegory, keeping in mind that each of your characters represents an abstract trait. Give your main character a goal she struggles against powerful obstacles to attain. For example, imagine that your main character is Compassion, who struggles to reach the Land of Honor by helping impoverished people in Third World countries. In order to get to the Land of Honor, however, she must escape from Fear (who saps her spirit by describing the deadly dangers she must face).







JANUARY 2
CONTEMPLATING ART 





A great painting, drawing, photograph, sculpture, or tapestry can profoundly stir our emotions, heighten our perceptions, and stimulate our imagination— often inspiring us to create our own works of art. Contemplating works of art, then, is an excellent way for writers to pique their aesthetic perceptions. Images powerfully rendered—think of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling fresco, “The Creation of Adam,” or Edvard Munch’s “The Scream”—seize our attention, heighten our fascination with the subject that so fascinated the artist. For Michelangelo it was God’s paradoxical nature as both transcendent power and a compassionate parent, not just to Adam but to all humankind: the mortal hand almost touches the Almighty one; actual contact would have constituted idolatry. For Munch, the distinction between subjective and objective reality collapses in this moment of primal, nightmarish fear: Reality is what our minds—awake or asleep or somewhere in-between—make of it.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





A work of art presents a vision of nature or a statement of the human condition. A painter or sculptor uses images to embody ideas and experiences much as a writer uses words for the same purpose. Art—whether it employs paint or clay, sounds or words—transforms the abstractions of human experience into shapes that can be readily apprehended by the senses.





TRY THIS





Spend several moments contemplating a work of art of your choice, and then write a one-page story in which you enter that work of art. Describe how you interact with your surroundings. Remember the scene from Mary Poppins when Mary and Bert and the children leap into one of Bert’s sidewalk paintings? Try something similar with your story.







JANUARY 3
ACTING UPON YOUR NEW YEAR’S RESOLUTIONS 





It’s easy to make resolutions but tough to follow through on them. Before you make yours, think about the psychology behind wanting to do so in the first place. We look upon the beginning of a new year as a chance to renew our lives. Our resolutions are promises to ourselves that we’re going to accomplish what we’ve been dreaming to accomplish but “just haven’t gotten around to.” The only problem is that, all too soon, the sense of commitment begins to fade. Why is that?





For writers, New Year’s resolutions are motivational prods that actually can work, if you set up a means of fulfilling the resolution along with the resolution itself.





For this new year, resolve not only to succeed at writing, but to write every day. To make the resolution stick, get into a routine; make writing a habit. This means carving out a set time for writing and adhering to it.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





Resolutions are best enforced through a daily routine. Eventually, the routine becomes habitual; writing will become an integral part of your life, no different from sitting down to dinner or shopping for groceries—except, of course, that writing involves uninterrupted concentration. It’s a good idea, before committing to a writing routine, to “test the waters” for a few days just to see how well you can handle four or five hours of writing at one sitting. You may discover that spending only two hours a day would work best for you.





TRY THIS





To ensure that you write every day, set aside a realistic chunk of time relative to the demands on your workday. Approach your writing time as you do eating: as something you must do. Decide ahead of time what kind of writing you’re going to do (work on an outline for a novel, profile a character, describe a setting, and so forth) and do it.







JANUARY 4
THINKING ABOUT YOUR READERS 





In Leaves of Grass, Walt Whitman sought to erase the boundary between art and life. “Camerado, this is no book,” he proclaims in “Song of Myself,” “Who touches this touches a man.” Poetry, for Whitman, was not to be confined to the page, but infused with living, an extension of himself—a human being addressing fellow human beings, reminding them what it meant to be alive in America.





When you sit down to write, think of yourself not so much as “a Writer,” but as a man or woman reaching out to an audience, entering the conversation of humanity, enriching that conversation with a new voice, a new way of thinking about important matters. Whitman is sometimes mistaken as egotistical or narcissistic, with proclamations such as “I celebrate myself and sing myself, / And what I assume you shall assume”—but I would argue that this is a gesture more of humility than of egotism. An egotist wishes to be perceived apart from others; Whitman wishes to merge his soul with all humanity.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





How do you see yourself in relationship to your readers? Answering that question will shed light on your reasons for wanting to be a writer. Perhaps you see yourself as a teacher, motivated to share your knowledge with others. Perhaps you see yourself as an entertainer, motivated to delight your audience with a captivating story. Perhaps you see yourself like Walt Whitman, as a participant in the drama of life, one whose voice serves as a catalyst for a multitude of voices.





TRY THIS





Draft a poem or letter addressed to your fellow citizens in which you share one idea for making the world a better place. Is it the importance of individual citizens exercising civic responsibility? Is it having faith in a higher power? Perhaps you have a vision for education reform? Be as detailed as you can about the program you propose.







JANUARY 5
REVERENCE FOR BOOKS AND READING 





One cannot become a good writer without being a good reader. After all, since writers create reading, they learn to appreciate the range of quality and content that makes reading so rewarding. In order to develop such appreciation, writers must read widely and deeply. The pleasures and possibilities of the written word should stir the soul of every aspiring writer.





Perhaps you can recall a time when a reading experience changed your thinking about the world. As a child, the philosopher, novelist, and playwright Jean-Paul Sartre revered books to such a degree that he regarded the library as a temple: “Though I did not yet know how to read,” he tells us in his autobiography, The Words, “I already revered those standing stones, upright or leaning over. … I felt that our family’s prosperity depended on them. [Their] permanence guaranteed me a future as calm as the past.” Permanence is the special word to reflect upon here. Sartre grew up appreciating the way good books contribute permanent values and insights into the collective human experience.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





What kinds of books do you enjoy reading most? Science fiction? Historical fiction? Memoirs? Books about nature? Folktales from different cultures? Spy thrillers? Maybe you’re an omnivore and enjoy almost everything. Describe your favorite kinds of books and what it is about the genre that you enjoy. For example, if you enjoy mysteries set in the Middle Ages, like those of Ellis Peters, perhaps it’s because you love to get a taste of daily life in the tenth century, especially if you can learn about it in the context of enjoying a suspenseful murder mystery.





TRY THIS





Think back to a childhood experience with one special book. How did it affect you? Which characters were the most memorable? What did you learn? What long-term influence has it had on your life? Read the book again so that you may be reminded of its magical effect on you.







JANUARY 6
BRAINSTORMING FOR EFFECTIVE TITLES 





What’s in a title? Lots of things! Titles have a way of helping writers focus on what is essential to their work in progress and of helping to keep writers on track. Even though you will most likely change your title by the time you finish, a working title (or series of working titles) serves as a prod to keep your premise, or central idea, in mind. Titles even have the potential to get the writing going by conjuring up a particular scene or character trait. Tennessee Williams once started work on a play with the title Poker Night in mind. It was just the catalyst he needed to help envision his characters. Soon, the play evolved into one of the great achievements in American theater. Williams eventually settled on a more intriguing title: A Streetcar Named Desire.





Titles for nonfiction ought to be both informative and engaging. You may have noticed that most nonfiction book titles have two parts: an engaging main title and a more informative subtitle. Here are a few examples:





• Dinosaur in a Haystack: Reflections in Natural History (Stephen Jay Gould)





• The Passion of the Western Mind: Understanding the Ideas That Have Shaped Our World View (Richard Tarnas)





• Will in the World: How Shakespeare Became Shakespeare (Stephen Greenblatt)





• Eats, Shoots & Leaves: The Zero Tolerance Approach to Punctuation (Lynne Truss) 





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





Titles are important because they’re the first things readers encounter in a publication. Bookstore patrons often browse titles, so it stands to reason that titles should be both clever and informative. The same holds true for the titles of stories and articles in a magazine’s table of contents. It is often the cleverly worded title that helps you decide whether to read the piece.





TRY THIS





Brainstorm for the title of a short story or magazine article you’ve recently begun. Be inventive! Come up with several possible titles; circle those that best arouse curiosity. For fiction titles, try hinting at the storyline, as Poe does with “A Descent Into the Maelstrom” or “The Premature Burial.” For nonfiction titles, use a main title + subtitle approach as described above.







JANUARY 7
CREATING REALISTIC CHARACTERS 





The great Jazz Age novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald once scribbled in his notebook for The Last Tycoon (the Hollywood novel he never lived to finish), “action is character.” In other words, incidents occur because of people who cause them. We can also better understand incidents when we learn about the people involved. Think of the Civil Rights Movement: It sounds like a disembodied concept. But now imagine Rosa Parks refusing to give up her seat to a white man one afternoon in Selma, Alabama; or think of Martin Luther King, Jr. standing on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, facing an audience of a quarter-million people, proclaiming, “I have a dream!” Action, indeed, is character.





As you think about the people you plan to put into your novel or memoir, think about their behavior—on the job, in a crisis, with their friends and family—how they affect others. Keep in mind that even extreme personality types are complex and capable of a wide range of actions.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





Think about the people you know best—members of your family, perhaps: What are their dominant behavioral characteristics? What common features do they share? How is each person distinctive? Such analyzing of loved ones may seem a bit cold-blooded, but it is necessary writer’s work.





TRY THIS





First, prepare a one- or two-page “bio sheet” of a character you’d like to include (or have already included) in your memoir or novel. Include the following attributes: 





• physical and behavioral characteristics





• temperament (impulsive? cautious? paranoid? reflective?)





• habits of speech





• beliefs (spiritual, ideological)





• eccentricities





• fears, anxieties





• likes and dislikes 





Next, write a scene consisting of narration, dialogue, and action, in which your viewpoint character interacts with another character, and in which you capture as many of the above character attributes as you can.





To create realistic characters, you need to pay attention to all of their attributes, even if you wind up using only a few of them explicitly.







JANUARY 8
MAGIC IN THE DETAILS 





Samuel Johnson, the eighteenth-century lexicographer and critic, once explained to his biographer, James Boswell, that if a biographer truly wished to capture his subject’s life, close attention should be paid to the “little” details— for those contribute to the subject’s distinctiveness. “Nothing is too little for so little a creature as man,” Johnson quipped. Boswell took the advice; his Life of Johnson is one of the world’s great biographies. In the following excerpt, Boswell captures Johnson’s playful side, surprising in light of his formidable personality.





One night when Beauclerk and Langton [Johnson’s friends] had supped at a tavern in London, and sat till about three in the morning, it came into their heads to [fetch] Johnson, and … prevail on him to join them in a ramble. They rapped violently at the door … till at last he appeared in his shirt, with his little black wig on the top of his head … and a poker in his hand, imagining, probably, that some ruffians were coming to attack him. When he discovered who they were, and was told their errand, he smiled, and with great good humour agreed to their proposal: “What, is it you, you dogs! I’ll have a frisk with you.” He was soon drest, and they sallied forth together into Covent-Garden, where the greengrocers and fruiterers were beginning to arrange their hampers.





Notice how those details—the black wig slapped onto his head, the dialogue, the bustling Covent-Garden merchants (at 3 A.M.!)—conjure up a vivid picture of eighteenth-century life, together with a vivid picture of Johnson.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





The illusion of reality that fiction creates has mainly to do with the concrete and sensory details writers are able to concoct. Exacting details awaken the senses, just like the objects and sensations themselves, and contribute to a memorable reading experience.





TRY THIS





Imagine being inside a scary place, such as the unlit cellar of a haunted house or an abandoned graveyard late at night. Use specific sensory descriptions—of smells, sounds, images (insofar as they are discernable in weak light), and physical sensations.







JANUARY 9
THE ART OF REVISING 





“Writing is rewriting,” asserted the late Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist and professor of English, Donald M. Murray. To put it another way, rewriting is an inevitable stage in the writing process, unless you are one of those rare prodigies who can revise in your head and not put a word to paper until you have it just right.





Nothing freezes up writers more than worrying about the words not coming out right. What if it sounds dumb? What if my facts are wrong? What if my sentence structure is awkward or my paragraphs do not progress in a logical manner? Such worry often can be traced to high school teachers who “corrected” with stern red abbreviations such as FRAG, DICT, WEAK, AWK—like the squawking of a crazed parrot. Such impersonal feedback can dampen the spirit of any aspiring writer.





Good writers often are their own harshest critics. The philosopher and novelist William H. Gass once said that he must revise several times just to achieve mediocrity. It took Leo Tolstoy seven drafts before he was satisfied with War and Peace.





“My first draft,” Susan Sontag writes, “has only a few elements worth keeping.” Experienced writers take for granted that much of what comes out as rough draft will have to be revamped, even discarded—but that does not mean the writing was a waste of time. On the contrary, without that rough draft, nothing productive could have followed.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





Conveying our ideas in writing is a complex task; hence, revising is inevitable. Once we acknowledge that fact, we can better approach revision not as a chore but as an integral part of the art of writing.





TRY THIS





Write a one-page description of an object that is familiar to you but not to others— your vintage-model car, your aunt Bertha’s crazy quilt, your uncle Sylvester’s collection of clipper ships in bottles. Over the next few days, tinker with the sketch: Add new details, and take out boring, verbose passages. Then, as a last step, proofread your draft for GR, DICT, SP, MECH, FRAG, AWK, and all that. 







JANUARY 10
DREAMS: A WRITER’S RESOURCE 





The wisdom behind the poet William Butler Yeats’s oft-quoted adage, “In dreams begin responsibility,” is perhaps best appreciated when applied to writers. Our dreams, however fragmentary and irrational, represent our subconscious mind’s efforts to resolve anxieties we haven’t consciously been able to confront. One does not need to be a psychoanalyst to interpret one’s own dreams, provided you do a little background reading beforehand. Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams or Carl Jung’s book Dreams (a collection of eight papers on the subject) can be helpful. But even without this background knowledge, you can gain insight into your own dreams simply by trying to write them out. Of course, you’ll need to keep a notepad—or better yet, a dream journal—close by, and scribble them down the moment you wake up; otherwise, likelier than not, they will dissipate like smoke (see the entry for November 15). In your effort to translate your dream images into words, the dreams will begin to make more sense to you.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





Dreaming delivers us out from the rational surface of life and into its murkier depths, the root cellars of our minds. Here, we can explore the hidden world of human behaviors, fears, and desires in order to gain a deeper understanding of—and sympathy for—the complexities of being human. Do not fear to enter these lower depths: They are the wellsprings of life itself and offer writers a wealth of insights for character-driven stories.





TRY THIS





Choose an entry from your dream journal and build it into an episode that is comprehensible without sacrificing its dreamlike qualities. If scenes shifted without any logical connection, then try to emulate those scene shifts in your episode. Also, pay attention to irrational juxtapositions of objects. The idea here is to allow objects which, in the waking world, have no logical connection with each other—a timepiece with a rabbit, for example—to suggest a whimsical or uncanny connection: say, the White Rabbit in Alice in Wonderland, holding his pocket watch and exclaiming, “I’m late! I’m late!”







JANUARY 11
DRAWING FROM EXPERIENCE 





Aspiring writers are sometimes pessimistic about success because they haven’t had the kind of experiences they think writers should have. The truth of the matter is that, yes, extraordinary first-hand experiences can prove to be a writer’s cash cow, but they’re not essential. Thorough research, together with a vigorous imagination, can take you far. You might find it hard to believe, if you’ve read The Red Badge of Courage, that Stephen Crane never fought in the Civil War, having been born six years after the war ended. How do you suppose a novelist like Steven Saylor captures the authentic milieu of ancient Rome in novels like The Venus Throw? Saylor has intimate historical knowledge of that period—not only the result of his majoring in history at the University of Texas, but of his deep reading into primary sources, such as ancient law documents. 





Novelist Flannery O’Connor once noted that anyone who survives his childhood has enough story material for a lifetime.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





Your own life experiences, however “ordinary” you think they might be, have equipped you for becoming a writer. Remember that “experience” can mean a lot of things. You don’t have to rob a bank to write about someone who does; our imagination allows us to extrapolate from stories we’ve read about bank heists and our own familiarity with banks. Better to have a little experience and a lot of imagination than vice versa.





TRY THIS





List ten events from childhood. Don’t pass up any just because they seem “ordinary.” Possibilities might include being frightened by an animal or by some adult; getting lost; getting a crush; being treated unfairly by a teacher. Next, write a page or so in which you capture one of these experiences as vividly as you can. Avoid merely summarizing the experience. Project yourself back into to the child you were when the experience occurred, and dramatize the event (that is, use dialogue and a narrative line that gives the impression that the scene is unfolding before the reader’s eyes).







JANUARY 12
GIVING AND RECEIVING FEEDBACK 





Even the most experienced writers value feedback on work in progress (whether an outline, partial draft, or completed draft) for four reasons. First, there are so many things to keep track of—story or idea development, clarity, coherence, accuracy, and so on; it is all too easy to overlook things. Second, feedback helps writers think more about audience expectations and reactions—always important because, after all, one writes not only for publication in order to be read, but for posterity. Third, feedback—giving as well as receiving—is always a way of learning additional strategies for storytelling and language-use. The fourth reason may be the most important: Feedback helps you to become a better critic of your own work. This is not to say that you’ll eventually outgrow your need for feedback—rare is the writer who does—but it does mean that you will become better able to identify problems before they get out of hand.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





If you’re just starting out as a writer, you might feel queasy about showing a draft of your work to others. You may feel as if your privacy is invaded, and in a sense it is: You are laying out your innermost thoughts, and that in itself can be embarrassing, let alone having someone tell you that there are problems with it. But if you want to publish your work, this is an initiation rite you need to go through.





TRY THIS





Give a draft of your short story in progress to a not-too-close friend or relative (the closer he is, the less likely he can be objective), and ask for specific feedback: Are the characters realistic? Is the writing fresh and alive? Does the narrative progress in an engaging and (if appropriate) suspenseful manner? Is the outcome satisfying? If your reader is also a writer, then invite her to show you a story for your feedback.







JANUARY 13
FOOD FOR THOUGHT 





Food must come first, playwright Bertolt Brecht reminds us through the gangster Macheath in The Threepenny Opera:





Now all you gentlemen who wish to lead us
Who teach us to desist from mortal sin
Your prior obligation is to feed us:
When we’ve had lunch, your preaching can begin.





—Translation by Eric Bentley 





Before we can do good work and think good thoughts and hold fast to our ideals, bread must be on the table (and, by extension, we must do what we must to earn enough money to put bread on the table). Food manifests itself in so many ways: as a shaper of family and social life, as entertainment and celebration, as ritual, as a rich source of aesthetic pleasure, and, of course, as the basis for strife between the haves and have-nots. It is not surprising, therefore, that food finds its way into literature. It helps define characters (Leopold Bloom’s kidneys, the Cratchit family’s Christmas goose; Algernon’s muffins from Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest; Mr. Wonka’s strawberry-flavored chocolate-coated fudge from Roald Dahl’s Charlie and the Chocolate Factory).





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





Because food is such a basic necessity, we want to make it more than that. We have raised food preparation to the level of art and culture; we have made it a prominent part of our special occasions—birthday parties, reunions, holiday celebrations, wedding receptions, even funeral receptions. Think about some of your fondest food-related experiences: What is the larger social or cultural context for those experiences?





TRY THIS





Write a scene involving two or more individuals meeting over dinner to discuss serious business or to celebrate a special occasion. Work in detailed descriptions of the food and the way it has been prepared together with the particulars of the get-together.







JANUARY 14
RESEARCHING AS SEARCHING 





The very word “research” can intimidate many a would-be writer, conjuring up, as it does, not-too pleasurable hours in the college library working on research papers. But research can be an adventure when there’s no grade anxiety interfering with your concentration. Research, after all, is searching—not merely sleuthing through the library stacks or surfing the Internet for information, but talking to experts, going on field trips, getting yourself behind the scenes, examining unpublished documents and observing unreported activities. Before you know it, your research is taking you into areas you’ve never anticipated.





Novelist Jean Auel, author of the Earth’s Children series set in prehistoric times, thinks of research as a Pied Piper: “It just leads you on.” When embarking on an information-gathering venture, try to determine ahead of time what information you need to uncover, but also be ready for surprises.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





Think back on your experiences conducting research—for example, in your high school and college courses; also, in job-related contexts: researching court cases if you’re a lawyer, reading up on clinical case histories if you’re a psychologist or nutritionist. Homemakers too need to do research of one sort or another: locating an ideal low-carbohydrate or low-sodium recipe for dinner, reading up on how to entertain guests for your upcoming party. What research projects have you most enjoyed? Perhaps the answer will suggest your next writing project!





TRY THIS





Put Jean Auel’s Pied Piper metaphor to the test by choosing a topic you’d like to explore in depth and write about. Now, using your favorite Internet search engine, gather preliminary information. If you love sailing, for example, use the search engine to find Web sites relating to the basics of sailing, the history of sailboats, or of sailboat races. If you’re planning to write a novel about country and western singers, then find information on the Web about the origins of C & W music and about Nashville, Tennessee—the industry’s capital. Summarize in one or two pages the new knowledge you’ve gained from this preliminary research.







JANUARY 15
KEEPING A JOURNAL 





If you do not yet keep a journal (writer’s notebook, daybook, diary—call it what you will), then start one now. I mean now—this minute. It is a fundamental writer’s tool for several important reasons:





• for jotting down ideas (for new works or works already underway), observations, sensory impressions of unusual experiences, descriptions of people, places visited, recollected or overheard conversations (writers are inveterate eavesdroppers, and that’s perfectly okay—just be inconspicuous about it), trial sketches for scenes you might develop, even dreams (keep it next to your bed for that occasion)





• for keeping you in a state of “writer-readiness,” much like the way photographers are always, in effect, composing photographs





• for cultivating the habit of writing





• for flashes of insight (so much of what we think about and observe we immediately forget) 





A journal is by definition unfinished writing, meant for the writer’s eyes only; hence, you’re going to jot things down in it without concern for sentence structure, word choice, spelling, or grammar. Journal writing is writing that you refer back to in order to mine the raw ore of first-hand observations and flash-in-the-pan insights.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





The journals/diaries/notebooks of many authors have been published—those of Albert Camus, Ralph Waldo Emerson, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Henry James, Franz Kafka, Anaïs Nin, Henry David Thoreau, and Dorothy Wordsworth are among the most interesting. Study the journals of several authors and decide which approach you would like to try for your own journal.





TRY THIS





If this is your first journaling experience, begin your journal with a fun-to-write entry, completely nonserious—a bit of writing for the sheer fun of writing without a purpose. For example, describe a wild fantasy of yours: becoming an eagle for one full day and flying over mountains and forests or becoming one of your favorite characters, the way Captain Jean-Luc Picard (from Star Trek: The Next Generation) becomes private eye Dixon Hill on the Enterprise’s holodeck.







JANUARY 16
ON DEFINITIONS 





Definitions help us understand the nature of things; but, paradoxically, definitions can also interfere with that understanding. “Every definition is dangerous,” warned Desiderius Erasmus, the Renaissance Dutch scholar and author of In Praise of Folly. Erasmus’s warning is implicit in the very origin of the word definition: It is derived from the Latin, definire, “to set limits, to restrict.” Of course, dictionaries are the standard-bearers of definitions, but language is a vast, continually evolving organism (which is why dictionaries regularly need updating).





Writers play a major role in the way definitions evolve. They will write popular articles about, say, schizophrenia or relativity or global warming, and the once-specialized terms will acquire more commonplace—and less precise— definitions. Suddenly, anyone with a mood change is “schizophrenic”; suddenly, everything is “relative” in the sense of having no standard value or meaning; suddenly, a local heat wave will be attributed to global warming. As writers, we need to be cautious about the way we define terms, always keeping in mind the ease with which precision is lost when a once-specialized concept enters popular parlance.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





Definitions are tools for shaping knowledge. They are classification systems for concepts and for designating relationships among objects. The great eighteenth-century Swedish biologist Linnaeus created the genus/species classification system for all organisms.





However, like any tool, definitions (or classification systems) can be misused. An imprecise definition—that is, one that fails to recognize the complexity of the grouping—can lead to confusion and injustice.





TRY THIS





Think of the conventional definitions of commonplace concepts such as “ethical,” “liberal,” or “conservative,” and stipulate your own definitions, taking care to avoid imprecision. Describe the context that would justify your definitions. For example, consider describing “ethical” in the context of advertising. What kinds of advertising practices would you judge to be ethical, or unethical, and why?







JANUARY 17
LISTENING HOLISTICALLY 





We sometimes listen with half a mind; the other half gets distracted by the surroundings, by our compulsions to editorialize prematurely, or simply by our inadequate ability to pay close attention. If we would simply remind ourselves that listening holistically, without being judgmental, is an opportunity to widen our understanding of the issue at hand, we would become better thinkers as well as better writers. Listening holistically contributes to our capacity for seeing a given issue from multiple perspectives, not just from one or even two. (That cliché, “There are two sides to every story” is an over-simplification: There often are many sides to every story.) Of course, to listen holistically is easier said than done. Most of us need to consciously practice it. You’d be amazed by how easy it can be to filter out views at the first hint that they differ from our own.





The next time you are engaged in conversation, make a special effort to listen holistically—that is, to pay as close attention to the views of others, especially if they clash with your own, as if they were your own views.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





Listening well is an art, and like all arts, it must be deliberately cultivated. How good a listener are you? How closely do you pay attention to what people say? Asking yourself these questions is an important first step toward improving your ability to listen well.





TRY THIS





1. Host a debate with friends on a controversial issue. After each person speaks, write a summary of that person’s views. Afterward, ask each person to check your summaries for accuracy.





2. Initiate a conversation with a friend on a topic you have strong opinions about. After your friend leaves, summarize your friend’s views and what you’ve learned from those views, whether or not you disagree with them. 





3. Write a short story in which you satirize characters who get into trouble because they fail to listen carefully.







JANUARY 18
THE ART OF CONCENTRATION 





“Concentration is the secret of strength in politics, in war, in trade,” wrote Emerson in his The Conduct of Life. Applied to writing, concentration should be regarded in both of its principal meanings: as thinking intensely about a subject and as thinking about the essential aspects of a subject—the former because writing requires undivided attention to its subject; the latter because the writer must dig deeply in order to convey what readers don’t already know about the subject.





Is it possible to strengthen your ability to concentrate? Resist the impulsive solution. Be skeptical of solutions that leap into mind before you’ve had a chance to think about them in detail.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





Great ideas, great scientific and artistic achievements, memorable storytelling— these are the fruits of concentration. If you aspire to literary success, take stock of your habit of concentration. Are you easily distracted? Do you lose patience with yourself for thinking too long about something? Extend your powers of concentration by allotting thirty minutes on a problem (such as figuring out the details of an action scene) you would normally allot only ten minutes for.





TRY THIS





Focus your attention on a problem you are facing with one of your writing projects. Perhaps it’s a plot detail you haven’t yet worked out or an incident in your life you want to incorporate into your memoir but are not sure how to do it. Keep your journal handy in case you need to take notes. Now concentrate in three stages:





• First stage: Describe the event in general terms. X must drive fifty miles through a violent thunderstorm to reach his disabled mother.





• Second stage: Make a list of complications. What obstacles will X face along the way? Go ahead and list more things than you will actually include.





• Third stage: Write out a rough draft of the scene. Don’t stop for revisions, and don’t think about anything else except that one situation.







JANUARY 19
SCRAPBOOKING 





Just as journals serve as repositories for ideas, fleeting thoughts, observations, mental inventories and such, scrapbooks serve as repositories for documents associated with special events: programs from plays and concerts; souvenirs from cruises; menus from classy restaurants; photographs from innumerable gettogethers, vacations, and special occasions; postcards; and placemats. In addition to mounting these items in the scrapbook, set aside enough space for a paragraph or so in which you describe the experience in question. That way, if you ever wanted to work the experience into a novel or memoir, the photograph-explanation combo will give you a good head start. You might also write a more elaborate entry in your journal to establish a clearer context for each item in the scrapbook. Include cross-referencing information when you do so. For memorabilia you haven’t written up, a few sentences in your journal recalling the event should do the trick.





FOR FURTHER REFLECTION 





Memories are like tinder boxes: one tiny spark of recollection can set off a firestorm of recollections. That is why memorabilia are important to anyone, especially to writers. Resolve never to toss out anything that could have value to you as a writer. Many memorabilia include important data, such as playbills or catalogues for art exhibitions. If these items are too bulky to mount in a scrapbook, organize them in hanging files or on a bookshelf.





TRY THIS





Go through old, forgotten boxes in your closets, attic, or garage and pluck out anything that kindles a memory. Once a day, write at least a
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