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I





INTRODUCTION


The Freedom and the Power


Being a writer—or, to put it another way, telling stories, which is what we’re really talking about when we talk about writing, whether it’s poetry, fiction, nonfiction, or some combination thereof—is not a hobby. That might be how your big-shot uncle thinks of it, or your cousin who works in corporate finance, or anyone who is decidedly not a writer. We develop words, language, expressions of thought and feeling as tools with which to tell stories, and these stories help us make sense of ourselves and the world around us. We recognize the power of thinking deeply about our stories, what they mean and how to tell them, and then we record them in the best, most powerful way we know: We write them. As Coleridge said about poetry, putting “the best words in the best order.” And that act has the power to change the world.


There is no higher art form, in its intrinsic beauty and complexity, its capacity for delivering truth, its illumination of emotion and feeling, and its potential for personal transformation. Writing is bigger than borders, it’s bigger than governments, it’s bigger than the biggest corporation in the Dow Jones Industrial Average. Through writing we are able to get closer to what it means to be human than through any other activity—and if that sounds bold, consider what science and religion and philosophy would be without stories. The stories we write—the poems, the novels, the essays—they define us.




“The universe is made of stories, not of atoms.”


—MURIEL RUKEYSER





 We all have a different story to tell, of course. Talk to anyone, anywhere, for long enough and you’ll hear it eventually. And maybe that’s your project as a writer, telling someone else’s story. Or maybe it’s telling your own. Or maybe it’s making up the stories of people who don’t even exist except as characters in a story of your creation, summoned out of the ether by the sheer force of your imagination. No matter how seemingly mundane or traumatic, no matter how far-fetched or fantastical, each and every one of our stories, fact or fiction or poetry, is connected through human experience, and it is our self-appointed job as writers to make those connections through empathy and understanding, imagination and emotion. So, the fiction writer in Houston who writes at night after her shift at the twenty-four-hour diner and the grad student sleeping on his friend’s couch in Portland, Oregon, and the poet who tends bar in Austin after caring for her mother who is suffering from dementia and the tattoo artist in Toronto and the grandmother in Cleveland and the adjunct professor in Boise who drives a rusted-out Toyota Celica can read one another’s stories and recognize something of themselves. And by reading these stories they can understand themselves—and the shared world in which we live—a little better. “Writing remains the best route we know toward clarity of thought and feeling,” writes Pulitzer Prize–winning nonfiction writer Tracy Kidder and writer/editor Richard Todd in Good Prose: The Art of Nonfiction. Amen.


Toni Morrison was acutely aware of the writer’s unique ability to make sense of the great suffering inherent in the human experience. “Certain kinds of trauma visited on peoples are so deep, so cruel, that unlike money, unlike vengeance, even unlike justice, or rights, or the goodwill of others, only writers can translate such trauma and turn sorrow into meaning, sharpening the moral imagination,” the Nobel laureate said upon accepting the 2008 PEN/Borders Literary Service Award in New York City.


Carolyn Roy-Bornstein turned to writing after her seventeen-year-old son was hit by a drunk driver while walking his girlfriend home from a study date. Carolyn’s son sustained a traumatic brain injury; his girlfriend was killed. In the months and years that followed, journaling became a way to document her son’s recovery and process her parallel trauma. It was also a way for her to exert power over something none of us can ever control—the past. “Ultimately, revisiting the pain through writing … helped those wounds to heal,” she writes. For her, and for countless writers like her, writing is a redemptive act that can provide, if not a way to change the past, at least a way to understand it better and regain some semblance of control. Although the subject matter that drives us to write may be dark, the act of writing is ultimately an illuminating and positively radiant act—a way of applying order to disorder, reclaiming what was lost or taken away. In Roy-Bornstein’s case, her early writing led to the publication nine years later of a memoir, Crash: A Mother, a Son, and the Journey from Grief to Gratitude.


For Kaveh Akbar, author of the poetry collection Calling a Wolf a Wolf, writing poetry became a life raft once he became sober after years of alcoholism and drug use. “I had no idea what to do with myself, what to do with my physical body or my time. I had no relationship to any kind of living that wasn’t predicated on the pursuit of narcotic experience,” says Akbar, who teaches at Purdue University and in the low-residency MFA program at Randolph College. “In a very real way, sobriety sublimated one set of addictions (narcotic) into another (poetic). The obsessiveness, the compulsivity, is exactly the same. All I ever want to do today is write poems, read poems, talk about poems. But this new obsession is much more fun (and much easier on my physiological, psychological, and spiritual self).”


Poet Robin Coste Lewis, whose debut collection, Voyage of the Sable Venus and Other Poems, won a National Book Award, has a story of turning to poetry that has much in common with the stories of Roy-Bornstein and Akbar. In 2000 Lewis fell through a hole in the floor of a San Francisco restaurant and suffered injuries that left her unable to read or write more than a sentence a day. Even with such dramatic physical and neurological constraints, Lewis pushed on, focusing her imagination and honing her poetic craft, every day over many months, to write just one line of poetry. “Poetry was the means by which I learned to reenter the world,” Lewis says. “What compelled me to write was the desire to continue living an engaged life. Poetry allowed me to reenter my work, but from a different door.”


To live an engaged life. Whether moved by a traumatic event or a more ordinary occurrence in our lives—maybe just a creative impulse that has no identifiable trigger—as creative people we want to dig just a little deeper, think a little harder about the world and our place in it, or simply celebrate life by investigating it a little further. The act of writing allows us to do this. Or maybe, like poet Jonathan Fink, whose debut collection, The Crossing, was published by the Detroit-based small press Dzanc Books, we are simply in love with the feeling of writing. “What poetry offers,” Fink says, “is the visceral engagement with language that welcomes attention to imagery, tone, rhythm, narrative, metaphor, politics, ethics, humor, myth, and justice, among many other things. Like a painter who simply likes the smell of paint or a potter who likes the feel of clay, the pleasure of embarking on a writing project, for me, always resides in the tactile pleasures of language.”


Even someone as successful as Salman Rushdie, who has published nearly twenty books, most famously the novel The Satanic Verses, takes a rather workmanlike approach to his craft and those tactile pleasures of language. “I’ve always had this view that you wake up every day with a little nugget of creative juice for the day and you can either use it or you waste it,” he told fellow author Porochista Khakpour. “My view is, therefore, you write first. Get up, get out of bed, get to your desk, and work. … Do the work first; otherwise it doesn’t get done. I’ve always thought of the novelist as a long-distance runner; that’s the marathon. … It’s long-form, you have to chip away at it, let the mark posts go by and trust that one day the finish line will come. You can’t even think about the finish line when you start.”


We all start writing—and continue writing—for different but equally important reasons. This book is intended, first and foremost, to serve, assist, recognize, validate, and celebrate that remarkable fact. Writing is also, most of the time, a solitary activity: an act of intellectual and emotional faith typically undertaken apart from the bustling crowds, removed from the noise of the day. It is work that is done in the still-dark, as you try to squeeze a few minutes of writing from your morning—before the busy workday begins, or classes start, or the chores take over, or the kids wake up—before the machine of everyday life starts to whir into motion. Or after it’s wound down, when the rest of the world is asleep. Or, for some, it’s work that is done right smack in the maw of the machine—in the middle of the great chaos of the city, or the clamor of workaday life. You write. Whether you write poems, stories, essays, articles, memoirs, novellas, or novels—no matter the genre—you write. You are a writer, and that is a remarkable, miraculous, life-fulfilling, soul-sustaining thing. It’s a way of life, but it can also be a means to building a rewarding career.


In the following chapters we will look at the writer’s journey from inspiration to publication and beyond. One of our goals in this book is to offer professional perspectives on the entire ecosystem of writing and publishing, that ever-changing network of teachers, tech leaders, agents, editors, publicists, small-press publishers, designers, literary arts administrators, contest coordinators, reviewers, critics, booksellers, and so many others. As a writer, you stand in the center of this incredibly engaging and engaged community of passionate people working in literary agencies, publishing houses, writing programs, nonprofit organizations, bookstores, and publications large and small. And as a writer, your focus is often on sitting down to write and making the words flow. And that’s how it should be. But if you really want to make the most out of your life as a writer—if you’re in it for the long haul—it’s imperative that you also learn as much as you can about this ecosystem and your place as a writer within it.


The two of us have been offering guidance to those on this journey for a combined twenty-five years; over the last fifteen we’ve served as some combination of editor, editor in chief, and editorial director of Poets & Writers Magazine. The magazine is published by Poets & Writers, the nation’s largest nonprofit organization serving poets and writers of literary prose. Since its inception fifty years ago, Poets & Writers has had one mission: to serve writers.


That Poets & Writers is a nonprofit organization means we’ve been able to dedicate ourselves to serving writers without having to worry about the bottom line the way commercial publications do. We’ve never focused on publishing fluff or offering unrealistic promises but instead have focused simply on what writers need to know to further their careers and inspire their writing lives. We aren’t in the business of selling get-rich-quick schemes. We aren’t believers in the Six Simple Steps to Success approach to the writer’s life. While there are commonsense ways to think about what you want to get out of your career, we’ve always approached writing as a lifelong pursuit. But we’ve also always believed that the art of writing is not antithetical to the business of publishing. Both represent enormously important, interconnected yet distinct pieces of the same creative ecosystem.


A lot has changed both in the writing community and the publishing industry over the last five decades, of course, and our role has been to stay abreast of these changes and report them to our readers, as well as to celebrate the diverse range of literary writers practicing the art form around the world. We’ve also seen it as our mission to provide readers with information about opportunities that will enable and empower them to share their work with the widest possible audience.


One segment of our coverage that has seen extraordinary growth over the past few decades is writing contests. From its very first issues Poets & Writers Magazine has been the most trustworthy source of information about writing contests, grants, awards, writing conferences, and residencies on the market. The Grants & Awards section has expanded from the early days of featuring a couple dozen listings in each issue to more than a hundred in each issue today. In 2019 alone, we shared details about 595 contests offering over $5.6 million to writers.


The past few decades have also seen a proliferation of MFA programs, and while we’ve never believed that pursuing a degree in creative writing is essential to becoming a writer, it is a path many writers choose to follow. As a result, Poets & Writers Magazine has dedicated an annual special section to exploring the pros and cons of this form of higher education, providing extensive coverage of those programs that offer funding, again using practical information that is most beneficial to writers as our lodestar. We see it as our responsibility to not only share information but also to help writers contextualize and weigh that information so they can make the best choices for their writing and their careers.


We’ve also witnessed a seismic shift in book publishing, which was, not all that long ago, a cottage industry—a collection of independent, family-run businesses dedicated to championing the work of the writers they published for many years, often for the duration of their careers. By the early 1960s the landscape of trade publishing in the United States started to change as a variety of houses merged and large corporations began to acquire the bigger publishers. For example, Random House acquired Alfred A. Knopf in 1960 and Pantheon Books in 1961. Four years later, in 1965, the American electronics company RCA Corporation bought Random House along with its newly acquired imprints. (This was, of course, well before Random House was acquired by the German media conglomerate Bertelsmann AG.)


Shortly thereafter, around the time Poets & Writers was founded, the first big chain bookstores, Barnes & Noble and Waldenbooks, began to open retail outlets in shopping malls across the country. Then, in the 1980s, those same retail companies began to open superstores, driving many independent booksellers out of business. Publishers began to rely heavily on bestsellers that guaranteed big profits, and additional waves of mergers and acquisitions swept through the industry.


John B. Thompson, in his exhaustively researched and excellent book Merchants of Culture: The Publishing Business in the Twenty-First Century, surveys the transformation. “By the 1990s the shape of the industry had changed dramatically,” he writes. “In a field where there had once been dozens of independent publishing houses, each reflecting the idiosyncratic tastes and styles of their owners and editors, there were now five or six large corporations, each operating as an umbrella organization for numerous imprints, many of which still bore the names of previously independent houses, which were now part of a larger organization, operating with varying degrees of autonomy depending on the strategies and policies of the corporate owners.” With the latest big merger, in which the Bertelsmann-owned Random House merged with Penguin Group, owned by the British company Pearson, in 2013, approximately sixty percent of English-language books are published by five companies: Penguin Random House, Hachette, HarperCollins, Simon & Schuster, and Macmillan. The rise of online retailer Amazon has of course changed the ecosystem of publishing even further.


As all of this was happening, advances in technology opened up opportunities for everyone—desktop publishing tools became available to anyone with a decent computer and an internet connection. Hundreds of small presses, some large but many of them tiny, run by individuals or small groups of people, in kitchens and spare rooms in the homes of the editors, were formed. Similarly, the number of literary magazines, both print and online, has grown over the past fifty years. Access to publishing platforms has also led to the booming industry of self-publishing, which has flooded the market with an even wider range of books.


Learning how to navigate this changed landscape has become crucial for writers, and Poets & Writers has been there to help them at every turn. Along with the magazine’s regular coverage of the publishing industry, in 2008 we launched our popular Agents & Editors series, which aims to demystify the publishing business and provide writers with an inside look at how publishing professionals think and make decisions. In 2001 we introduced our annual issue on independent publishing. Nine years later we introduced Agent Advice, a regular column that invites questions from writers and offers answers from literary agents who are themselves looking for new talent. And in 2014, in response to the growing availability and popularity of self-publishing platforms like Lulu and Kindle Direct Publishing, we launched the Savvy Self-Publisher column, which offers the stories and strategies of authors who have taken on the responsibilities of publishers and contrasts them with the advice and analysis of literary agents, freelance editors, indie publicists, and marketing experts. Our coverage has also tracked the rise, the leveling off, and the decline in e-book sales as well as the tremendous growth of audiobook sales over the last couple of decades.


From the start, we’ve been committed to showcasing a range of writers in the pages of Poets & Writers Magazine, always striving to provide balanced coverage of poets, fiction writers, and creative nonfiction writers from across the country, reflecting a vibrant diversity of ages, genders, ethnicities, academic backgrounds, and publishing experience. But when it became obvious that debut authors in particular weren’t benefiting from the limited efforts of the shrinking publicity departments at commercial publishers (and often nonexistent publicity departments at smaller presses), in 2001 we launched an annual special section on debut fiction writers. In 2005 we published our first annual roundup of debut poets, in 2016 we added an annual look at debut authors over the age of fifty, and a year later we launched an annual roundup of debut creative nonfiction.


As we’ve navigated the always expanding and contracting business of publishing and the changing ways in which writers and readers connect with one another, we’ve always returned to the core question: What kinds of information do writers need in order to archieve their goals?


The Poets & Writers Complete Guide to Being a Writer is designed to answer this question. Its chapters represent one version of chronological order, moving from inspiration to craft to education to first steps in publishing to book deals to publicity and promotion. Along the way we share short essays by George Saunders, Christina Baker Kline, Ocean Vuong, and others, all of whom have experienced the challenges and rewards of each step, and sprinkled throughout are words of wisdom, inspiring gems, and pieces of smart advice—glimpses inside the minds of brilliant writers and behind the doors of agents and editors at some of the most successful publishing companies in the world. We asked authors Cheryl Strayed, Natalie Diaz, and Anthony Doerr, among others, to recommend books for further reading. And we’ve also put together a series of action items designed to keep you moving forward, as well as sidebars that call out more information and additional resources.


We’ve also included a section of short chapters that look at the world of writing through the lens of some big-picture themes—time, money, happiness, family, respect, and the law—with the intention not of offering definitive answers to some of life’s biggest questions but rather of provoking deeper thinking about how you want to move through the world as a writer and tackle the real-life challenges you’ll inevitably encounter along the way.


But you don’t need to follow this chronology to use our book effectively—after all, writers rarely ever follow such a straight line. This book is intended for writers of all levels of experience, so you can dip into chapters depending on where you are in your career. Just starting out? We suggest reading from the beginning. Have you had some luck publishing your work in literary magazines, and you’re looking to approach an agent? By all means skip ahead to chapter 16. Then read the chapters on working with your editor and publicist, or peruse the section about promoting your work yourself. No matter your level of experience, this book has inspiration and guidance for you.


Just as you must decide for yourself what you want out of your writing practice, you must decide for yourself whether you want to make your work public, and if you do, just how involved you want to be in that process. We believe that if you’re going to publish your work, you should do it right, and what is right depends on what you want out of it. Set goals, establish your expectations, and make decisions based on them. To make good decisions, you need information, you need to understand the big picture and then focus on the details that are important to you and that will affect you and your work. All these choices are yours, and our aim is to provide you with the information you need to make smart decisions. And once you do, to succeed.


A successful writer is an informed writer. So let’s get started.





ONE


Getting Started


How do you envision your ideal life as a writer? What does success look like to you? What drives you and your art? These may seem like obvious questions, but obvious questions are usually the most important kind to ask yourself. After all, they form the bedrock beneath everything you try to build on top of them. And despite what you might assume, the answers to these questions are far from universal.


“What success really looks like to each of us is actually radically different from person to person,” Lauren Cerand, an independent publicist whose clients have included poets Chris Abani and Eileen Myles and fiction writers Tayari Jones and Daniel Handler, told poet Tess Taylor. “I always ask writers, ‘What do you want that you don’t have?’ And I ask my writers to name not only, say, prizes, but also the principles behind the recognition they want. There’s an idea that everyone wants to be successful in the same way, but that’s not true. You might be a food writer who wants to change the way we talk about how we eat, or a poet whose dream is to have your poems on the subway.”




ACTION ITEM 1


Write a mission statement for yourself as a writer. What is it you’re trying to do with your writing? Is it to express and/or work through feelings for your own benefit? Document history for yourself or family or friends? Create art for the widest possible audience? Become famous? These are all valid answers—there are no wrong answers—just be honest with yourself about what you hope to achieve.





We can’t stress enough the importance of establishing goals as a writer and doing the research so you can make smart decisions that will help you achieve those goals. Writing is a lifelong endeavor, and one that doesn’t end when you finish a poem, story, essay, or longer writing project. There is no finish line. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t mile markers that ought to be acknowledged along the way. So when we talk about goals we aren’t only referring to things like Get a Story Published in a Literary Magazine, Land an Agent, Publish a Book, or Win the Pulitzer Prize, we’re also talking about things like Write Five Hundred Words Today, Outline the Third Chapter of My Novel This Weekend, and Identify Five Journals to Which I Can Submit My Essay.




ACTION ITEM 2


Start writing a list of goals, beginning with short-term objectives such as daily word-count targets and submission plans, gradually working your way to long-term goals for what you want out of your career.





It can be useful to consider your goals as a creative writer grouped into one of five general categories: Educational Goals, Writing Goals, Publishing Goals, Financial Goals, and Higher Goals. Each of these categories may contain short- and long-term objectives. Let’s briefly consider each one and how they can help you determine what you’re trying to accomplish and, more important, how you can achieve and even exceed your goals.


Educational Goals


The education of a writer is never finished, and like the practice of writing itself, there are endless ways to achieve it. Most writers will tell you that living a full life is the best education a writer can get. “You don’t need writing classes or seminars any more than you need this or any other book on writing,” writes Stephen King in his book On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft, which was an instant bestseller when it was published in 2000. (Apparently the millions of readers who have bought King’s book respectfully disagree with his assessment.) “Faulkner learned his trade while working in the Oxford, Mississippi, post office,” King continues. “Other writers have learned the basics while serving in the Navy, working in steel mills, or doing time in America’s finer crossbar hotels. I learned the most valuable (and commercial) part of my life’s work while washing motel sheets and restaurant tablecloths at the New Franklin Laundry in Bangor.”


For those who have the resources to pursue a more formal education, the master of fine arts (MFA) degree has become the academic standard for creative writers in this country. Since the Iowa Writers’ Workshop at the University of Iowa in Iowa City was established in 1936, hundreds of MFA programs have been launched and now exist in every state in the country. These programs offer a concentrated period of time for aspiring writers to hone their skills under the guidance of established writers, to learn about the literary canon, and to develop a writing practice among other like-minded students. The MFA experience can also provide a network of lifelong readers of your work, among other benefits to support your writing life for years to come. It is also considered a terminal degree, meaning that an MFA grad is qualified to teach at the college level. However, these programs require a significant investment of both time—usually taking two to three years to complete—and money. While some programs offer a range of financial support, not all do, and tuition can be expensive.




ACTION ITEM 3


Under each item in your list of goals, jot down specific tasks required to achieve those goals. If your goal is to be accepted into an MFA program, for example, your tasks will include researching programs, narrowing your search down to five to ten schools, contacting current or former students at those schools through the program administrator to talk to them about their experience, gathering the required application materials, and applying by the deadline.





Low-residency MFA programs allow writers to earn a degree on a more flexible schedule, which is ideal for those whose personal or professional obligations prevent them from enrolling in a full-time program. Most low-residency programs take two years to complete—students usually attend one- to two-week residencies on campus twice a year and most of the coursework is completed independently in consultation with a faculty adviser. These programs tend to be more affordable but not to offer as many financial-aid options as full-residency programs.


If you don’t have the inclination, or the lifestyle or resources, to pursue an MFA—it’s worth noting that the likes of Emily Dickinson and William Faulkner never received an MFA, not to mention contemporary authors such as Colson Whitehead, Viet Thanh Nguyen, Jennifer Egan, Laila Lalami, Chuck Palahniuk, Min Jin Lee, Jonathan Lethem, Dave Eggers, Monique Truong, Nicholson Baker, Jonathan Franzen, and Jonathan Safran Foer—there are plenty of other opportunities to enrich your literary education. Many colleges and universities offer undergraduate classes in creative writing. Local writing centers such as Grub Street in Boston, the Loft Literary Center in Minneapolis, the Center for Fiction in New York City, Beyond Baroque Literary Arts Center in Los Angeles, and Literary Arts in Portland, Oregon, to name a few, offer workshops, lectures, and master classes throughout the year. There are also over 150 writers conferences that offer a mix of intensive writing classes, readings by established writers, face time with publishing professionals, and networking opportunities, often in inspiring settings—everywhere from the rugged coast of Washington State to Campobello Island in New Brunswick, Canada, just off the coast of Maine.




ACTION ITEM 4


Visit the databases in the Find Your Community section of pw.org. They provide comprehensive information about MFA programs, literary conferences, and writing centers, searchable by location. Each entry includes a full description, including application fee and faculty. Make a list of those that are in your area and/or appeal to your sensibilities and find out as much about them as possible—including how and when to apply or visit.





If what you really need is one or several trusted readers of your writing to offer feedback, you can try plugging into or establishing a writing group. These can be in-person meetings once a month at your local coffee shop or weekly critiques through e-mail.


And if you only have the time and inclination for reading—and there’s certainly nothing wrong with that because, as we know, you can’t be a good writer without first being a good reader—put together a reading list that is tailored to your interests and commit to a schedule of serious reading. (See Terrance Hayes’s Five Healthy Reading Habits for Living a Life in Poetry, which can be applied to any genre, here.) Just to get you started thinking about some of the books about writing that you might potentially add to your to-be-read pile, here’s a list of select classics:




• Eudora Welty’s One Writer’s Beginnings


• Charles Baxter’s Burning Down the House: Essays on Fiction


• Stephen King’s On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft


• Annie Dillard’s The Writing Life


• John Gardner’s The Art of Fiction: Notes on Craft for Young Writers


• Natalie Goldberg’s Writing Down the Bones: Freeing the Writer Within


• Jane Hirshfield’s Nine Gates: Entering the Mind of Poetry


• Charles Johnson’s The Way of the Writer: Reflections on the Art and Craft of Storytelling


• Anne Lamott’s Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life


• Betsy Lerner’s The Forest for the Trees: An Editor’s Advice to Writers


• Ursula K. Le Guin’s Steering the Craft: A 21st-Century Guide to Sailing the Sea of Story


• Audre Lorde’s Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches


• Muriel Rukeyser’s The Life of Poetry


• Richard Russo’s The Destiny Thief: Essays on Writing, Writers and Life


• Toni Morrison’s The Source of Self-Regard: Selected Essays, Speeches, and Meditations





Many more titles appear in our list of 140 Books for Every Serious Writer’s Bookshelf and the Sources section at the back of this book. Some of the passages on craft in chapter 4 come from these books as well.




“You should write because you love the shape of stories and sentences and the creation of different words on a page. Writing comes from reading, and reading is the finest teacher of how to write.”


—ANNIE PROULX






TERRANCE HAYES RECOMMENDS



Five Healthy Reading Habits for Living a Life in Poetry


First, a simple suggestion for reading habits: Read casually, you will not be tested. Skim everything once, stopping as you please. Read again for what you missed after skimming.




DAILY HABIT: Read your own notebooks as well as the notes you’ve taken on your phone, on the fly, on your flesh. … Write everything that moves you in these places. Reread regularly with scrutiny, listening for music. I will sometimes toy with a note of nonsense or syntax for months before it becomes a sentence.


WEEKLY HABIT: Read someone else’s poetry. Read the poems of friends. Encourage your friends to write poems. Read poems in print and online journals once a week. Subscribe to a couple of literary journals. I don’t have a writing pal but I teach workshops, treating the poems there as I do the poems of my peers. I read anticipating a conversation with the poet.


MONTHLY HABIT: Read at least one new book of poems a month. I rely heavily on debut collections to maintain my poetry-reading diet. There are dozens and dozens of first-book contests. Support them to feed yourself.


SIX-MONTH HABIT: Read two to three poetry books you’ve read before. This can include anthologies and classics as well as debut books you want to reread. I am often returning to Actual Air by David Berman, Song by Brigit Pegeen Kelly, Mercurochrome by Wanda Coleman, and The Essential Etheridge Knight, as well as old editions of The Best American Poetry.


YEARLY HABIT: Read three to four books of prose a year—more when you can or please. I’m typically revisiting something by Roberto Bolaño or Toni Morrison or Vladimir Nabokov while trying to keep up with National Book Award winners and finalists. I always read poetry, but when I’m unable to finish novels, I don’t quite feel like I’m reading sufficiently.





TERRANCE HAYES is the author of six poetry collections, including American Sonnets for My Past and Future Assassin, which was a finalist for the 2018 National Book Critics Circle Award in Poetry, the 2018 National Book Award in Poetry, the 2018 T. S. Eliot Prize for Poetry, and the 2018 Kingsley Tufts Poetry Award. His essay collection, To Float in the Space Between: A Life and Work in Conversation with the Life and Work of Etheridge Knight, won the Poetry Foundation’s 2019 Pegasus Award for Poetry Criticism and was a finalist for the 2018 National Book Critics Circle Award in Criticism. Hayes is a professor of English at New York University.


Writing Goals


So often writers hold up as their models of success a shelf of successfully published books—novels and memoirs, short story and poetry collections—and that makes perfect sense. Those are examples of the art form at its highest level. The work behind that spine is a piece of art that was pushed and revised and polished until it was “finished,” however the author defined that word. And certainly there are goals to be found in reading great books. Striving for the stunning beauty, moral clarity, and artistic vision of Toni Morrison, the violent lyricism of Cormac McCarthy, or the urgent music of Joy Harjo will launch a thousand writing careers, but the work begins with a single word and then another word, strung along to form a sentence or a line and repeated in a paragraph or a stanza, page after page after page.




“Get it down. Take chances.


It may be bad, but it’s the only way you can do anything really good.”


—WILLIAM FAULKNER





Reading about and comparing the daily word-count goals of famous writers is a little like studying the stats on the back of baseball cards. We’ll trade Ernest Hemingway (500 words/day) for your Anne Rice (3,000 words/day) and we’ll throw in Nicholas Sparks (2,000 words/day). The fact is, everyone develops their own writing routine, their own writing process, and their own writing speed. Too often we hear the same advice as if it’s a universal ideal or even a practical possibility for those of us whose list of obligations is longer than our list of publication credits: Plant your butt in the chair and write, write, write, no matter what. The reality for most of us is different, so we go with advice that’s slightly more measured. Live your life, don’t neglect your responsibilities, but when you have an hour to write, avoid distraction and write. That’s really what writing goals are all about. It’s not a sprint; it’s a marathon.


One key to achieving your writing goals is putting in place a routine that works for you. Joyce Carol Oates, surely one of the most prolific American authors—since her first book, the 1963 story collection By the North Gate, she’s published more than fifty novels, as well as a number of plays and novellas, and many volumes of short stories, poetry, and nonfiction—has an enviable schedule for her writing life. In his fascinating book Daily Rituals: How Artists Work, Mason Currey describes how the career author writes from eight or eight thirty in the morning until one in the afternoon, then again from four until around seven, when she breaks for dinner. “I write and write and write, and rewrite, and even if I retain only a single page from a full day’s work, it is a single page, and these pages add up,” Oates says. Even though Gertrude Stein wrote for just a fraction of the time Oates devotes to her writing each day, Stein had a similar feeling about her output. In Everybody’s Autobiography she asserted, “If you write a half hour a day it makes a lot of writing year by year. To be sure all day and every day you are waiting around to write that half hour a day.”




ACTION ITEM 5


Develop a daily, weekly, and monthly schedule for yourself that covers not only the time you devote to activities like writing your poems or researching your novel but also things like preparing your story for submission to a writing contest, or reaching out to reading series coordinators to inquire about opportunities to appear at an event, or applying to next spring’s writers residencies.





Ernest Hemingway, who would wake up early in the morning—at first light, usually around five thirty or six—developed a routine designed to sustain momentum as a creative motivator. In a 1958 “The Art of Fiction” interview in the Paris Review, Hemingway explained:




When I am working on a book or a story I write every morning as soon after first light as possible. There is no one to disturb you and it is cool or cold and you come to your work and warm as you write. You read what you have written and, as you always stop when you know what is going to happen next, you go on from there. You write until you come to a place where you still have your juice and know what will happen next and you stop and try to live through until the next day when you hit it again. You have started at six in the morning, say, and may go on until noon or be through before that. When you stop you are as empty, and at the same time never empty but filling, as when you have made love to someone you love. Nothing can hurt you, nothing can happen, nothing means anything until the next day when you do it again. It is the wait until that next day that is hard to get through.





Henry Miller echoed Hemingway’s sentiment: “I don’t believe in draining the reservoir,” he said. “I believe in getting up from the typewriter, away from it, while I still have something to say.”


For most of us, of course, a regular job eats into our writing time and can dictate our daily routine, but even that restriction can yield benefits. “I find that having a job is one of the best things in the world that could happen to me,” said Wallace Stevens, who started working at the Hartford Accident and Indemnity Company when he was thirty-six years old. “It introduces discipline and regularity into one’s life.” Stevens would wake up early, around 6 a.m., and read for two hours before work. It was during the long walks to and from work, and occasionally at lunch, that he would compose his poems.


Maya Angelou would write in hotel rooms, which she would go to when her husband went off to work each morning. She didn’t seek out a particularly nice hotel room, but rather, as she described it, “a tiny, mean room with just a bed, and sometimes, if I can find it, a face basin. I keep a dictionary, a Bible, a deck of cards and a bottle of sherry in the room. I try to get there around 7, and I work until 2 in the afternoon. If the work is going badly, I stay until 12:30. If it’s going well, I’ll stay as long as it’s going well. It’s lonely, and it’s marvelous.”


Stephen King would likely appreciate Angelou’s routine. “Like your bedroom, your writing room should be private, a place to go to dream,” he writes in On Writing. “Your schedule—in at about the same time every day, out when your thousand words are on paper or disk—exists in order to habituate yourself, to make yourself ready to dream just as you make yourself ready to sleep by going to bed at roughly the same time each night and following the same ritual as you go.”


National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo) is an increasingly popular initiative that motivates writers to get the words flowing through an annual challenge to write a fifty-thousand-word novel during the month of November. Grant Faulkner, the executive director of National Novel Writing Month, is, like many of us, a busy person—with household chores, parenting duties, and professional obligations all demanding significant time away from his writing. Before he became involved in NaNoWriMo, Faulkner found himself trapped not only by those real-life challenges but also by limitations of his own devising. “My approach formed itself around what I’ll call ‘ponderous preciousness.’ I’d conceive of an idea for a story and then burrow into it deliberately. I’d write methodically, ploddingly, letting thoughts percolate, then marinate—refining and refining—sometimes over the course of years. It was as if I held a very tiny chisel and carefully maneuvered it again and again through the practically microscopic contours of my story world,” he writes. “A story, a novel, or even one of my pieces of flash fiction had to be as finely aged as a good bottle of wine in order for all of the nuanced tannins and rich aromas to fully develop. My writing moved slowly from one sentence, one paragraph, to the next, and I often looped back again and again, driven by the idea that I needed to achieve a certain perfection before I could move forward.”




“I am not a great writer, but I am a great reviser.”


—MARY KARR





Sound familiar? For Grant Faulkner, the answer to his “ponderous preciousness” was found in letting go of the goal of writing perfectly, finding a way to open the floodgates and ride the flow of words. For him, the answer was found in National Novel Writing Month and the premise it is built upon. Those fifty thousand words written during the month of November might not be gold, of course, but then you have a substantial amount of material to sift through for that shiny nugget.


Poet, critic, and essayist Craig Morgan Teicher doesn’t write a novel in November, but he does agree with the idea that freeing the mind of unrealistic goals of perfection is conducive to creative thinking and production. “Writing is a habit like anything else, and it comes with certain reflexes, one of which is self-censorship, which can prevent you from getting your words down, from generating your material,” writes Teicher. “The ego wants to be the best at everything, but in my experience at least, the best writing comes much less frequently than the desire to write. Like athletes, we need to keep our writing muscles in shape. If we can allow ourselves to write badly, to keep our pens moving, the chances are high that they’ll be moving when our great writing is ready to come out.”


A body in motion stays in motion, to cite physicist Isaac Newton. Writing consistently assures that your project continues to move forward and keeps it top of mind, so that each time you return to it it’s easier to jump back in. And you won’t have to spend as much time trying to remember where you were or what you were writing about.


As Pulitzer Prize–winning author Annie Dillard notes in her classic guide The Writing Life:




The page, the page, that eternal blankness, the blankness of eternity which you cover slowly, affirming time’s scrawl as a right and your daring as necessity; the page, which you cover woodenly, ruining it, but asserting your freedom and power to act, acknowledging that you ruin everything you touch but touching it nevertheless, because acting is better than being here in mere opacity; the page, which you cover slowly with the crabbed thread of your gut; the page in the purity of its possibilities; the page of your death, against which you pit such flawed excellences as you can muster with all your life’s strength: that page will teach you to write.





So pick a writing goal—whether it’s one hundred words a day or five thousand words every two weeks—and stick with it. Wake up early, stay up late, steal an hour from your day and write. This requires discipline, clearly, but once you stick with it long enough you’ll fall into a routine, which will lead to a rhythm that can sustain you through any difficulty. “I know that to sustain these true moments of insight,” said Henry Miller, “one has to be highly disciplined, lead a disciplined life.” There are little things you can do to help establish routine. Set up a home office where you can do your work—because you’re a writer and, yes, this is your work—or, if you don’t have an extra room in your house or apartment, clear some space in the pantry or a corner of your bedroom or living room. Or find a quiet coffee shop that serves your favorite chai latte. Or maybe the bus or train ride to work in the morning is when you can get those words down; if so, make sure you have your favorite notebook and that perfect pen or pencil—the tools of your trade. We’ll explore this idea of creating a writing space in the next chapter, but the point here is that we need to be proactive about creating an environment that will allow us to succeed, a consistent scenario that will feed the habit of writing. Once you’re in the habit, that regular writing goal will become easier to hit. Remember, the purpose of this goal isn’t perfection; that comes later, during revision.


Publishing Goals


Setting the goal of getting your work published can be tricky. If you’re talking about the traditional process of sending your work to a magazine or online journal or writing contest or publishing house (either by yourself or with the help of an agent) the outcome is determined—and goal reached—by an almost purely subjective decision. Still, getting published remains the most obvious and widely coveted indicator of success as a writer (more about just how accurate this is later) and setting it as a goal is beneficial in more ways than just getting your work read widely. Another way of looking at publishing goals is to think of them as submission goals, which is an activity you have complete control over. By approaching a piece of writing with an eye toward submitting it for publication, you are applying a schedule to the work—whether it’s a set of external deadlines (contests have deadlines; literary magazines and some smaller presses have specific open reading periods) or more arbitrary but no less specific time targets, both of which can be excellent motivators. If it’s January and you know that Four Way Books has an open reading period in June, then you can break up the next five months into achievable writing goals that will allow you to meet your publishing or submission goals.


An aspect of submitting your work that can too often be seen as a negative component of publishing goals is, of course, rejection. No one is submitting work with the goal of getting rejected, but there is much to be gained from this—let’s face it, inevitable—result. Receiving a rejection letter or e-mail means that someone—maybe it was an agent, an editor, an editorial assistant, or simply an unpaid intern—has read your work and found it lacking in some regard. Okay, fine, that sucks. But now you have two options:




ACTION ITEM 6


Set up a Google calendar or a simple spreadsheet of deadlines and publishing targets. Fill out all the places—agents, presses, contests, magazines, and so on—where you’d like to submit your work.





First, you can absorb the rejection as an inevitable and necessary part of the writer’s life (which it most certainly is) and realize that the person who decided your work wasn’t right is just a human being—a person who has bad days and momentary lapses of judgment, who may have gotten a parking ticket that morning or who was up late the previous night with a new baby, who is most likely overworked, and whose opinion counts for exactly one perspective in the world. That editor or agent or assistant is often called a gatekeeper, but the truth is that person holds the keys to one castle, not the entire kingdom. You’ve been told “no” by one person in the world. Treat that rejection as such.




“I love my rejection slips. They show me I try.”


—SYLVIA PLATH





Second, you can use this feedback to your advantage. A reader who more than likely does not know you and doesn’t give a hoot about your feelings has just told you something about your work. Hopefully they took the time to write a rejection letter; look for any details about why they didn’t find your work suitable. But even if they didn’t offer constructive criticism, take this opportunity to read your work again with fresh eyes and, if necessary, revise. And then get it right back out there.




“I discovered that rejections are not altogether a bad thing. They teach a writer to rely on his own judgment and to say in his heart of hearts, ‘To hell with you.’ ”


—SAUL BELLOW





So, one way to stay focused on your writing practice is to create project-based goals and structure your writing deadlines around submission requirements. Tailor this strategy to where you are in the arc of your writing life. Are you just beginning and aiming for your first publication? Have you had your work published in literary magazines before and would like to see your work published in a specific literary magazine? Or would you like to see it published in a number of venues to expand the audience for your writing?


If, for example, you’re a short story writer and aim to publish a story in a literary magazine, make a list of the top five magazines where you’d like to see your story appear. Research their submission guidelines and determine the earliest date for submission. Then, working backward from that date, create a work plan for finishing your story a week before that deadline. (Trust us: All writers need padded deadlines.) How many words will you need to write a week to finish a strong draft well before the deadline? How many weeks will you need for revision? Will you want to share your final draft with a trusted reader before sending it out? (The answer to that last one is yes.)


Do you have a book-length project that you want published? Do you want literary representation? If so, research literary agents’ submission guidelines and develop a goal around that. Or perhaps your publishing goals are tied to the potential for monetary return, which leads us to the following set of considerations.


Financial Goals


The riches of a writing life are impossible to quantify, but your hard work and dedication may not always pay off in cold hard cash. We all know the rags-to-riches cases—how J. K. Rowling went from living in relative poverty to becoming the world’s first billionaire author following the success of her books about the boy wizard—but we don’t hear as much about the midlist author who stitches together a living with teaching gigs and freelance writing assignments.


In 2018 the Authors Guild, an organization whose mission is to support working writers, conducted a survey of over five thousand published book authors. The survey found that in 2017 the median income for full-time authors—folks whose days are devoted solely to writing and writing-related activities such as speaking engagements, freelance journalism, and ghostwriting—was $20,300. (For comparison, the federal poverty line for a household of three during that same year was $20,420.) The median income for all published authors—including part-time and full-time, as well as traditionally published, self-published, or some combination thereof—for all writing-related activities was only $6,080.


These are grim figures, no doubt about it, but you likely didn’t need the Authors Guild to tell you that writing is not a lucrative career path for the vast majority of those who choose it. However, it’s important to be clear about what kind of writing we’re talking about here. Creative writing tends to pay less, especially when one is just starting out. More than a few poets we know consider payment sort of beside the point. The goal for many is to simply share the work. But let’s be clear: Writers should be paid for their work, period. And there are other kinds of writing—freelance writing, journalism, technical writing, and so on—that are clearly driven by market forces, and payment is based on a simple equation of supply and demand.







MONEY MATTERS



LITERARY MAGAZINES: Fees vary, but the majority of literary journals, either online or in print, pay little to nothing for the rights to your work, offering instead the honor of having your work published and perhaps a few free contributor copies of the print magazine in which your work appears. Some larger magazines, including One Story, SLICE, the Iowa Review, and Virginia Quarterly Review, pay anywhere from $100 to $500, depending on the genre.


SMALL PRESSES: Independent and nonprofit presses are publishing some of the most exciting, dynamic literature in the world these days, but they tend to pay less than commercial houses and the smaller ones don’t always offer advances against royalties (see below). Many of these presses, which range from micropresses consisting of one or two people doing everything from editing to production and distribution, to larger houses like Graywolf Press, whose titles are often in contention for the big literary prizes each year, accept unagented submissions.


WRITING CONTESTS: The Grants & Awards section of Poets & Writers Magazine includes information about upcoming deadlines for contests open to poets, fiction writers, and creative nonfiction writers, as well as news of recent winners. Each year this section lists around six hundred contests—sponsored by magazines, presses, nonprofit organizations, colleges and universities, and government agencies—offering millions in prize money. But here’s the rub: The majority of these contests (nearly eighty percent at last count) charge an entry fee, usually around $20.


SELF-PUBLISHING: The phenomenal success stories of self-published writers such as E. L. James and Amanda Hocking can make anyone with a great idea and the writing chops to match giddy with excitement over their chances at cashing in as an indie author. Anything is possible, and as a self-published author you are in control of every step of the process, but just remember that you need to put down the money for the self-publishing service first—not to mention the fees for any editing, proofreading, interior design, cover design, marketing, and publicity—before any money from sales starts rolling in.


LITERARY AGENTS: No legitimate literary agent charges money to read your work. Agents get paid only if they sell your book or idea, for which they typically take fifteen percent of your earnings.


BOOK ADVANCES: A book advance is, as the term suggests, an advance payment against royalties an author earns from sales of a book and thus represents an up-front bet the publishing house is making on a book’s future success. Contract terms vary enormously, but authors typically receive advance payments in three installments: the first when they sign the contract, the second when the manuscript has been accepted by the publisher, and the third upon publication of the book. (In some cases, especially if an advance is larger, publishers will include a fourth installment, to be paid when the book comes out in paperback.)








Michael Bourne has written extensively about the current market for freelance writing. “Today, with the blogosphere adding new digital-native publications daily and venerable print publications like the New Yorker and the Paris Review running their own content-hungry websites, an enterprising freelancer needs no more than a good idea and a serviceable prose style to get that first byline,” he writes. “But because there are so many websites competing for readers—and because much of the ad revenue that used to go to news outlets has migrated to online platforms like Facebook and Google—it is hard for a writer breaking in to turn a pleasurable sideline into a paying profession. Still, a dedicated freelancer, especially one willing to combine occasional bylined features with a steady diet of marketing and technical copy, can make writing pay.”


This leads us to a basic question that every writer is wise to consider sooner rather than later: Are you comfortable with looking at your writing practice as a set of business decisions? Do you want to make decisions about your art based on money? Some writers are more comfortable with this notion than others. Maybe you have a novel in you that needs to come out and no Hollywood trends are going to sway you from your course. Or maybe you’re more calculating than that; you read Publishers Weekly and you subscribe to the Publishers Lunch newsletter to identify the most lucrative book deals.


It needn’t be an all-or-nothing proposition, of course. Perhaps you make money through freelance assignments, or through textbook writing, while writing your novel without the market in mind. Or perhaps you write poetry at night and work at a literary nonprofit during the day, or teach college students during the school year and write your memoir during the summer.


The reality of book publishing is that unless you’re one of the relatively few who publishes a book with a commercial publisher that has the resources to offer a significant advance and the marketing power behind it to promote your book so that it connects with a substantial audience, thereby resulting in substantial book sales, odds are you won’t make a living wage by writing books alone.


Having said that, you don’t have to be a starving artist, either. There are plenty of ways to augment your art with income from work in the literary field. We’ll be getting into this in more detail in chapter 23, but many creative writers who are up to the challenge of stitching together assignments and hustling in order to establish relationships with editors pay the bills freelance writing and editing. The rise of MFA programs has created a demand for professors to teach the thousands of budding writers who enter these programs each year as well as administrators to run the programs (not enough demand to account for the thousands who graduate each year, but more on this in chapter 6). Some writers serve the literary field as staffers at the many literary nonprofits around the country, and others support themselves by working at the small presses, literary magazines, and commercial houses that comprise the robust publishing industry.




ACTION ITEM 7


Get a better sense of your financial requirements and goals by filling out the Valuing Your Time worksheet found in chapter 8.





The point is: Making a living as a writer can take many forms. If you’re honest with yourself about your expectations, do the required research, and investigate your opportunities, you can take great pride in living a literary life and supporting yourself in a field that is dedicated to creative expression and the support of literature in its many forms.



Higher Goals


Now that we’ve briefly considered our goals as they relate to education, writing, publishing, and money, it’s time to pause to think about the big picture. One of the foundational principles of this book—and one of the assumptions we’ve always held—is that writing is a lifelong pursuit. We should treat it with the gravitas that a way of life demands. So, let’s consider the important goal we may have for our writing—not money and fame, even though that may be important to you, but rather the message, if any, you hope to send with your writing.


Why are you embarking on this journey to begin with? Perhaps you don’t even know, and that’s okay. For some writers it can feel as if writing chose them, rather than the other way around. But now that you’re a writer—and you are a writer—it’s important to think about what you want. Do you have a creative vision you’re trying to bring to light? A character whose story needs to be told? “I just need to tell a story. It’s an obsession,” writes Isabel Allende in Why We Write: 20 Acclaimed Authors on How and Why They Do What They Do. “Each story is a seed inside of me that starts to grow and grow, like a tumor, and I have to deal with it sooner or later.” Or is simply engaging in the writing process the point? “Especially when I’m writing a first draft, I feel as if I’ve been transported out of myself,” writes Jennifer Egan in the same collection. Is writing, for you, a method of personal—even spiritual—transformation? Do you use it to access parts of yourself that regular, everyday life doesn’t touch? Do you have a political or social truth you’re trying to articulate? If so, which genre will be most effective in delivering that message? What do you want to show the world? “I write entirely to find out what I’m thinking, what I’m looking at, what I see and what it means,” Joan Didion wrote in the New York Times Magazine in 1976. “In many ways writing is the act of saying I, of imposing oneself upon other people, of saying listen to me, see it my way, change your mind.” Who are your ideal readers and how would you expand that group? Is engaging with a specific community—or the writing community in general—important to you? How do you want to positively affect that community?


There are so many different opportunities for writers, so many different routes to achieve your goals. The first step is to identify those goals, and the second is to figure out how you want to achieve them. Part of that is being proactive and living a deliberate life as a writer. This concept goes back to none other than Henry David Thoreau.




“I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.”


—HENRY DAVID THOREAU





What does it mean to live deliberately as a writer? It means to stop, often, and ask yourself, Is this what I want for myself and my writing? As writers we can sometimes feel pressure to achieve certain benchmarks by a certain age, to have our work appear in specific venues someone has designated as hot right now, or to join the chorus of voices on social media. Maybe that’s exactly what you want to do as a writer; maybe not.




ACTION ITEM 8


Take thirty minutes to jot down some thoughts on your definition of success. Can it be measured in book sales or the size of your advance? Or is it something harder to quantify?





“I think this is where the real attraction [of being a writer] lies,” Zadie Smith once said. “Not in the freedom to express oneself, but in the freedom not to. To me writing is precisely my escape from the partial, subjective reality in which I live.”


What an empowering position: As a writer, you have the ability to express yourself however you’d like—and in the manner, and time, that makes the most sense for you and your work.


To live and write deliberately is to make your own decisions, to achieve your own goals, and to dream your own dreams. And to give yourself time to figure out what those things are for you, what they mean to you. For every success story in which an author made one series of decisions, there are countless other success stories featuring entirely different decisions.


There is no road map. We’re going to show you some topographical features of the landscape, point out the contours of the hills and valleys, provide some examples of how other authors have found their way through, but you draw your own road map.


Live your own life, and always write.




 


 



GEORGE SAUNDERS ON MOTIVATION
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When we start out on the artistic path our motivations are … multiple. We want to be known, we want to make money, we want—well, mostly we want some form of power. We want “a thing” that is ours. But also, we want to pay tribute: to the beauty of the world, to the artists who have moved us. For my part, I had a long-standing feeling of inadequacy that was at odds with the affection I felt for other people and for the world, and somehow felt that if only I could do something (something remarkable, something lovely)—or be somebody (somebody famous and/or beloved for his work), that feeling of inadequacy would go away—I would, through accomplishment, earn a place in the world.


And so it begins.


One key to a happy, lifelong artistic practice is to be aware of, and always working with, this multiplicity of motivation. Some of my students seem to distrust and want to disavow the “urge to power” motivation, seeing it as cheap or wrong somehow. The “pay tribute to beauty” motivation seems more wholesome. It’s more in keeping with their artistic self-image.


But my feeling is this: To do the kind of all-in, super-intense work we want to do, we have to learn to be skillful curators of that unruly group of motivations lurking there behind our writing minds—not disavowing a single one of them, and especially not a powerful, reliable, energy-giving one. I find that, even within a given writing day (even within a few writing moments), these motivations are constantly flickering on and off—each stepping forward momentarily for their moment in the sun, then receding.


Another way to say this: We might start out (a career, or a day) feeling a strong desire to kick some ass—to write something that will sell, that will (finally!) get the world’s attention. I say, Great. We should bless that motivation, if that’s what gets us going. Then we start. Soon, we’ll find that our training kicks in and another motivation takes over. In my case, it has something to do with assessing the way the words look on the page. I feel strong preferences for this wording over that and get real pleasure from making those changes and from the resulting feeling of increased order/decreased entropy, and the way the fictive world is being brought into increasingly sharper focus. At this point, where has the urge to kick ass gone? Still there, but transformed, I’d say. “Urge to power” has converted to “urge to make beauty” or “urge to do good work.” It has acquired some legs and is now busy doing its thing. Is that holy or unholy? Always feels holy to me, and natural—like, if you looked up and a Frisbee was coming for your head and you could catch it, you would. It’s a small form of celebration, to do the natural thing, the thing that makes the world incrementally better. You read a sentence, see a possible improvement, make it.


The process of completing a work of fiction (for me, anyway) goes something like this: 1) Ah crap, I have no ideas, I’m washed-up; 2) Oh, this might be one; 3) Ah, this is one but I hope I don’t screw it up; 4) I’m not! I’m not screwing it up! Now if I can only find an ending; 5) I did! 6) Will someone publish it, and will anyone like it? 7) They did publish it, and it was somewhat liked! and 8) Ah crap, I have no ideas, I’m washed-up. And there I am again, back at the beginning, no more confident than before.


After we’ve been through this process a few hundred times, we may find ourselves asking, “Jeez, when can I rest? When will I become such a master that there’ll be no anxiety in the process?” The answer is: never. Someone who writes with no anxiety is likely a hack. (“Being a good artist” means “I never get to go on autopilot in my work.”) Or we might ask, “Okay, then where is the real, reliable, trustworthy pleasure in this process?” For me, the answer is: In that “Frisbee moment,” that moment when, lost in the work, we spontaneously make an improvement. In that moment, we are actually a different version of ourselves; we’re literally in a different state of mind, and it’s one I prefer. I feel I’m my best self: not ruminating, but imagining; not constructing, but reacting.


The rest of it, the publication (or not), the success (or not), is beyond our control and, ultimately, not trustworthy, since these things are not necessarily reliable indicators of anything.


So, now: Those new, good changes under our belt, we might get a little surge of a victory feeling. (“This is getting so cool! Surely someone will take it! And someone should make a movie of it!”) Is that good or bad? Neither. It just is. It’s natural and completely understandable. The question is: What are we going to do with that little surge of victory feeling, a.k.a. “energy”? Bless it or curse it? Smile at/with it, or be ashamed of it and shun it? What we’d want to do, I think, is use it—plow it back into the work. (If you were running a mile for time and flashed on a happy memory of an old friend and that gave you a burst of energy, would you “take” it? Of course you would, to the extent that the race was important to you.)


Above, I asked, “Where is the real, reliable, trustworthy pleasure located in the writing process?” Another decent answer is: In all of it. We have to learn to enjoy the whole stinking deal—even the parts that are, really and truly, torture. We have to try to feel something like, “Ah, I feel like crap because I can’t find an ending—that’s part of it. It really is. There will never come a time when I get to the ending without feeling like crap first. There will never come a time when, devoid of ideas, I won’t feel like a faker.” So, in the same way that there will never come a day without hunger, we might want to get into an intelligent relationship with this process—instead of feeling like a loser because we “suffer from” hunger, we’d say, “Well, that’s part of being a person.” So the torment of the aspiration/accomplishment cycle (the very real torment, if we care about excellence in our work) is part of being an artist. It just is.


This all sounds both holy and tidy, and I can assure you I am still fame-minded and still trying to write my way out of my feeling of not being good enough to live in such a beautiful world. But it’s helpful sometimes, for me, to remember where the real bliss is in writing, and that the best motivation is that holy, unknowing, open state of mind I get to go into for a few precious minutes a day.


GEORGE SAUNDERS is the author of nine books, including the novel Lincoln in the Bardo, winner of the 2017 Man Booker Prize, and the story collections Pastoralia and Tenth of December, which was a finalist for the National Book Award. He has received fellowships from the Lannan Foundation, the American Academy of Arts and Letters, and the Guggenheim Foundation. In 2006 he was awarded a MacArthur Fellowship. In 2013 he was awarded the PEN/Malamud Award for Excellence in Short Fiction and was included in Time’s list of the one hundred most influential people in the world. He teaches in the creative writing program at Syracuse University.





TWO


Inspiration


Writers don’t need a guide to inspiration—it seems to us that the very act of guiding is antithetical to that of wondrous discovery—but thinking about where ideas come from and how to put yourself in a position of creativity can help you start that new project, or return to writing after some time away from the page.


First, some assumptions: Inspiration is not divine intervention. Calliope, Euterpe, and Erato look mighty fine glazed on a Grecian urn, but they won’t do us much good when we’re sitting in a Starbucks trying to ignore the muffled basslines flowing through the earbuds of fellow coffee drinkers. Inspiration isn’t a light bulb that suddenly glows above our heads, or a lightning strike that leaves our hair smoking and a fully formed idea seared into our minds. Have you ever seen a flash or a spark as you’re writing? Ever yelled “Eureka!”? Neither have we. These are romanticized images of inspiration that we’ve all picked up from ancient and popular culture, from Renaissance and neoclassical art and Greek mythology to cartoons and Hollywood movies. It can be fun to think about such a mysterious phenomenon in these ways, but demystifying inspiration may help us understand it better and put ourselves in a position to experience it more often.


There is no prescription for inspiration, but there are countless songs, movies, books, plays, activities, depravations, exercises, prompts, and attitudes that other writers—other inspired writers—report as having worked for them. We’ve asked the question “What inspires you?” of a great many authors over the years. “I listen to the Rolling Stones of the early 1970s play a live version of ‘Jumpin’ Jack Flash,’ ” says New Yorker staff writer and author Adam Gopnik. “I return to Bird by Bird by Anne Lamott like the literary scripture it is,” says poet and novelist Hala Alyan. On the other hand, novelist Eimear McBride says, “I never read when I get stuck. It doesn’t leave enough room to let the devil slip in.” Instead, she turns to other art forms for answers to any problems she’s having with her work. “Often music helps, but increasingly I’m interested in photography and the work of the German photographer Wolfgang Tillmans, particularly.”


“When I run out of words, I find it helpful to run out the door,” says novelist Idra Novey. “Even if I have only fifteen minutes and it’s February and freezing, I find physically moving quickly gets my mind going again.” Vendela Vida warns, “Don’t spend too much time alone.”




ACTION ITEM 9


Visit pw.org/writers_recommend and browse the hundreds of movies, music, books, plays, activities, and philosophies that have inspired fellow writers. Jot down a list of those that sound the most interesting to you and try them out. Write down what inspires you most and see if you can recognize any patterns or similarities among them that could lead you on the path to discovering more.





And on and on it goes, a chorus of voices extolling the virtues of a remarkable variety of inspiring activities, from reading the gleeful nihilism of Romanian philosopher Emil M. Cioran to watching Tim Burton’s 1994 biopic Ed Wood, from engaging in some good old-fashioned eavesdropping to enjoying a long soak in the bathtub. The one thing that all these recommendations have in common is the way the activities, media, or art forms make the writers feel: inspired, ready to create, excited about their craft. But what’s really happening when we feel that? And is it the same for everyone?


In his book On Writing, Stephen King debunks the notion that there is a well of creativity into which all a writer needs to do is dip a hand and scoop out a new idea. “There is no Idea Dump, no Story Central, no Island of the Buried Bestsellers; good story ideas seem to come quite literally from nowhere, sailing at you right out of the empty sky: two previously unrelated ideas come together and make something new under the sun,” he writes. “Your job isn’t to find these ideas but to recognize them when they show up.” One way to put yourself in a position to recognize them is to simply remain open to the possibility. Keep an open mind, expose yourself to new ideas. In her lecture after receiving the 2007 Nobel Prize for Literature, Doris Lessing said: “Writers are often asked, ‘How do you write? With a word processor? An electric typewriter? A quill? Longhand?’ But the essential question is, ‘Have you found a space, that empty space, which should surround you when you write?’ Into that space, which is like a form of listening, of attention, will come the words, the words your characters will speak, ideas—inspiration.” Lessing wasn’t talking about space as some kind of room, or a writing studio, but rather a state of mind in which we are receptive to ideas when, as King put it, “they show up.”


But not all ideas are new, and not all ideas, on their own, are enough to incite an innovative project. So not only should we try to remain open to new ideas when they occur to us but we should also keep the neural pathways of our brains open for connections between new and old ideas to establish themselves. In his fascinating book Where Good Ideas Come From: The Natural History of Innovation, best-selling author Steven Johnson writes, “We have a natural tendency to romanticize breakthrough innovations, imagining momentous ideas transcending their surroundings, a gifted mind somehow seeing over the detritus of old ideas and ossified tradition. But ideas are bricolage; they’re built out of that detritus. We take the ideas we’ve inherited or that we’ve stumbled across, and we jigger them together into some new shape.”


A big part of being a writer—of being any kind of creative person—is a proclivity for intense observation. We watch, we listen, we engage all our senses in an attempt to understand the world. “How sense-luscious the world is,” writes Diane Ackerman in her book A Natural History of the Senses. We note how the sun feels as it evaporates water droplets on our skin, or how the music from a passing car seems to warp and bend, like a ribbon streaming from the window, fluttering in the breeze. Our job as writers is to record our own observations and take note of the observations of others when those passages of novels, plays, poems, essays—any art form—speak to us.




“The air is full of tunes, I just reach up and pick one.”


—URSULA K. LE GUIN





In his book, Johnson cites scientist Stuart Kauffman, who coined the term “the adjacent possible” to explain all the possible combinations of atomic elements that were achievable in the primordial soup resulting in life on our planet. Johnson uses this notion to explain how innovation and creative change are possible:




What the adjacent possible tells us is that at any moment the world is capable of extraordinary change, but only certain changes can happen.


The strange and beautiful truth about the adjacent possible is that its boundaries grow as you explore those boundaries. Each new combination ushers new combinations into the adjacent possible. Think of it as a house that magically expands with each door you open. You begin in a room with four doors, each leading to a new room that you haven’t visited yet. Those four rooms are the adjacent possible. But once you open one of those doors and stroll into that room, three new doors appear, each leading to a brand-new room that you couldn’t have reached from your original starting point. Keep opening new doors and eventually you’ll have built a palace.
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