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I should explain straight-out that I consider myself to be as much a teacher as a writer. It’s not simply that a good deal of my annual income derives from teaching; it’s also that I find it a fascinating challenge, one that nourishes my psyche—and my own writing. Many of my fellow writers treat teaching as a lower calling; they only do it to pay the rent, or until such time as they can support themselves entirely from royalties and advances. For my part, I think I would continue to teach even if I were to win the lottery. I find myself needing to articulate responses on the spot to any and all questions put me by students and their manuscripts, regardless of how much I may feel myself to be bluffing. I am also intrigued whenever I encounter resistance to my advice. Since I tend to doubt myself and my wisdom, I even feel some sympathy with those who want to question my prescriptions, though that does not stop me in the least from continuing to offer them.

Ever since my anthology The Art of the Personal Essay appeared, I have been looked to, rightly or wrongly, as a spokesperson for the essay, and for “creative nonfiction” or “literary nonfiction” (call it what you will) in general. I have been asked to speak at campuses and conferences across the country, and invariably I have been confronted with certain questions—formal, strategic, and ethical—that seem to issue from an insistent anxiety or perplexity. Some of these questions have to do with the borderline between fiction and nonfiction or with the freedom to invent, appropriate, or embroider—what I’ve come to regard as “law and order issues.” When this debate cropped up, my first impulse was to throw up my hands and say the whole controversy has been blown out of proportion and bores me, because it does not speak to where I live as a nonfiction writer (the urge to write the next sentence with as much style and thoughtfulness as I can muster). But I have come to see this neutral response on my part as hypocritical, because I do have opinions on such matters. So I have tried in these pages to explain them, though I hope it will be clear that I am talking about what works for me, not necessarily for everyone.

There are also vexing questions about the ethics of writing about others, particularly family members, intimates, and colleagues. There are questions of technique, such as how do you turn yourself into a character, how do you end an essay, and finally, how do you develop the capacity to think entertainingly and unconventionally on the page? The book’s title, To Show and to Tell, directly speaks to this last problem by challenging the cliché of writing workshops, “Show, don’t tell.” I am convinced that both are necessary in literary nonfiction.

What brought me to this conviction was reading older writers: the great personal essayists, memoirists, critics, biographers, and historians of the past. In a sense I am defending here the historical prerogatives of the literary nonfiction form, to charm and entice by way of a voice that can speak in more than one register, that can tell an anecdote, be self-mocking and serious by turns, and analyze a conundrum. My deepest inclination as a writer is historical: to link up what is written today with the rich literary lode of the past. My profoundest belief as a teacher is that many solutions for would-be literary nonfiction writers can be found in the library. To that end, I have included here a long list of exemplary books old and new. I have also included a series of literary case studies—Charles Lamb, William Hazlitt, Ralph Waldo Emerson, James Baldwin, and Edward Hoagland—to explore how nonfiction theory works in practice.

Some of these pieces were commissioned or requested; they may have gotten their start as conference talks, contributions to anthologies, even columns for Creative Nonfiction magazine. But they all speak to the same urgent question, of how to write intelligent, satisfying, engaging literary nonfiction.

So who is this book for? On the most basic level, it is for myself, to enable me to work through my thoughts on these questions—and for other nonfiction writers with similar concerns. It is certainly for other teachers of nonfiction and, I would hope, for graduate MFA nonfiction students. It is for what Virginia Woolf called “the common reader,” not a critic or scholar but someone who “reads for his own pleasure rather than to impart knowledge or correct the opinions of others.” It is meant as well for undergraduate teachers of composition and creative writing—and their students. But it doesn’t end there, because the roots of such pedagogical practice extend down to high school, middle school, and even elementary school, where teachers are increasingly being asked to inculcate in their charges the ability to write effective nonfiction.

I feel for these teachers. Third graders are now being asked to write their “memoirs”: an invitation which sounds risible, were it not also sensible. It is never too early to know thyself, to begin to interrogate one’s experience. The summa of such efforts is the dreaded college application, or “Common App” essay. On the one hand, the Common App essay encourages high school seniors to write with a strong, seductively individual voice, in the classic tradition of the personal essay. On the other hand, the common core curriculum now being implemented for middle and high school students stresses the need to construct an argumentative essay, which stakes a claim and supports it. How, then, to balance the adventurousness of an exploratory essay that tracks the author’s consciousness and may lead to surprising, original insights, with the need to support a logical argument? Such problems are not irreconcilable, as I have tried to show in “The Essay: Exploration or Argument?”

Believe me, I am thrilled that educators from elementary through secondary schools are starting to place much more emphasis on nonfiction writing. I am less thrilled if it means sacrificing that part of the curriculum formerly devoted to writing stories and poems. Both genres, aside from their innate cultural worth, can be crucial in helping to refine a flexible nonfiction style: fiction, by sharpening the sense of narrative line and character; poetry, by promoting concise language, careful diction, and imaginative use of images and metaphors.

I also have mixed feelings about a certain rigid, mechanistic approach to the evaluation of essays. There are automated systems currently being developed to score middle school and high school test essays, systems which reward long sentences, syntactical complexity, connectors such as “however” or “moreover”—all good things, no doubt, but these robot scorers aren’t sensitive enough to gauge original thought, emotional expressiveness, or honesty. We ought to be training young people not just to assert a claim or use bigger words but to think critically—to think against themselves—which may necessitate the abandoning of an original argument or thread for a fruitful digression or self-contradictory ambivalence. In short, the pragmatic justification for learning to write nonfiction effectively should be joined to a renewed respect for the literary traditions that open up extraordinarily ample vistas of interiority, complexity, and stylistic experimentation. My hope is that this book will help to shift the conversation in that direction.



I.


THE CRAFT OF PERSONAL NARRATIVE



The State of Nonfiction Today

Nonfiction is sometimes said to be going through a resurgence or an identity crisis, maybe both at the same time, but that is nothing new. Consider the very name of this practice, defined by what it is not: like the Uncola, the Anti-Christ, or antimatter. In the last twenty years some attempt has been made to cloak it with dignity by adding the word “creative” before “nonfiction”; but this is tantamount to saying “good poetry.” No one sets out to write uncreative nonfiction. I prefer the more traditional-sounding term literary nonfiction, though I have to admit that “literary” is also a bit of gratuitous self-praise. The field’s boastful insecurity mirrors the literary world’s condescending attitude toward it. Every year, the MacArthur, Whiting, Rona Jaffe, Lannan, and Prix de Rome fellowships are announced: a healthy list of fiction writers and poets, and one or two nonfiction writers, if that. When was a Nobel Prize last given to a nonfiction writer?* Personal essay collections, even by such established masters as Edward Hoagland, Nancy Mairs, and Joseph Epstein, are often relegated to a Books in Brief column, as though the genre were merely a dodge to get around writing a real book.

Those of us who teach creative writing at universities know that, in the beginning, God created Fiction and Poetry, and saw that it was good. Then some whiners and Satanic misfits started demanding nonfiction courses. In my visits to campuses across the country, I have been approached by graduates stealing up to me like members of an early Christian sect, telling of their struggles to receive the first MFAs for a nonfiction thesis; and even these were often begrudgingly awarded, as though not meant to be a genuine passport, only a visa. Nonfiction writers are the resident aliens of academia.

Yet, curiously, enrollments in nonfiction have held steady, even increased over the years. At first this student interest was attributed to something called “the memoir craze” (note how an interest in autobiographical prose, one of the oldest and most difficult literary practices, can be glibly denigrated as a fad), but when the commercial hoopla about memoirs had settled down, creative writing majors and graduate students continued to seek out nonfiction workshops. I think the main reason is that many students can engage their own reality more confidently than an imagined one. They think they have poor imaginations and therefore are better suited to nonfiction. Eventually they will be disabused of this misconception, when they discover that it takes just as much imagination to construct a meaningful order and context for their lived experiences, and an intriguing personality through which to tell them, as to make up a new set. But meantime, this misunderstanding that nonfiction is easier can be fruitful in attracting candidates to an otherwise daunting task.

Often, no sooner does the would-be nonfiction writer begin to practice his or her craft than a species of “fiction envy” arises. This envy is not surprising when you consider the higher status that fiction holds in the literary pantheon. But even if a student is content with the lower status of nonfiction, she will undoubtedly encounter those creative writing instructors along the way who tell her to “put everything in scenes,” for instance, or to use lots of images and sense details, or to stay away from generalities. Here, the more elaborated techniques and rules of the short story workshop have an advantage over the still-evolving pedagogy of nonfiction: they can simply be plugged into a text. When in doubt, make a scene. Many nonfiction instructors today received their training in fiction and had these rules instilled in them. One of the leaders in the nonfiction field, Lee Gutkind, has even specified the goal of creative nonfiction as “trying to write the truth and making it read like a short story or fiction.” In an interview with Donna Seaman, he provided this definition: “Creative nonfiction allows the nonfiction writer to use literary techniques usually used only by fiction writers, such as scene-setting, description, dialogue, action, suspense, plot. All those things that make terrific short stories and novels allow the nonfiction writer to tell true stories in the most cinematic and dramatic way possible. That’s creative nonfiction.”

I don’t wish to start a feud, since in some ways I’m in agreement with Gutkind: if he means that a piece of nonfiction should have a plot, suspense, and strong characterization—even character development, in the case of memoir—or if he means that the nonfiction writer should be conscious of constructing an artifice, I’m all for that. But if he means the nonfiction writer should try to render everything in scenes with dialogue and sprinkle sense details everywhere so the text will read as “cinematically” as possible, while staying away from thoughtful analysis because it sounds academic or “abstract,” then, no, I don’t agree.

For all their shared boundaries, the experiences of fiction and nonfiction are fundamentally different. In the traditional short story or novel, a fictive space is opened up that allows you the reader to disappear into the action, even to the point of forgetting you are reading. In the best nonfiction, it seems to me, you’re always made aware that you are being engaged with a supple mind at work. The story line or plot in nonfiction consists of the twists and turns of a thought process working itself out. This is certainly true for the essay, but it is also true, I think, for classic nonfiction in general, be it Thucydides or Pascal or Carlyle, which follows an organizing principle that can be summarized as “tracking the consciousness of the author.”

What makes me want to keep reading a nonfiction text is the encounter with a surprising, well-stocked mind as it takes on the challenge of the next sentence, paragraph, and thematic problem it has set for itself. The other element that keeps me reading nonfiction happily is an evolved, entertaining, elegant, or at least highly intentional literary style. The pressure of style should be brought to bear on every passage. “Consciousness plus style equals good nonfiction” is one way of stating the formula.

For me, the great adventure in reading nonfiction is to follow, as I say, a really interesting, unpredictable mind struggling to entangle and disentangle itself in a thorny problem, or even a frivolous problem that is made complex through engagement with a sophisticated mind. George Orwell reflecting on his ambivalence toward Gandhi, Robert Benchley meditating on his face, Seymour Krim on his failure, Susan Sontag on camp, Stendhal on love, Montaigne on experience, Norman Mailer on sex, Virginia Woolf on a room of one’s own, Loren Eiseley on brown wasps, Edmund Wilson on the development of socialist thought, Charles Lamb on married couples, Joan Didion on migraines, William Gass on the color blue. . . . None of these examples read like short stories or screenplays; they read like what they are: glorious thought excursions. I have purposely mixed longer, book-length tracts in with smaller essays, to reinforce the point that the pursuit of consciousness is not just the prerogative of the short-sprint personal essayist. Indeed, there is something about consciousness which is almost infinitely extensible—frighteningly so. One thought leads to another, and another, and pretty soon you have Robert Burton’s thousand-page Anatomy of Melancholy.

George Steiner wrote an essay that he entitled “Ten (Possible) Reasons for the Sadness of Thought.” The first reason he gave was that “thought is infinite,” though because it is subject to doubt or (to use Steiner’s words) “internal contradiction for which there can be no resolution,” it is an “incomplete infinity.” His second was that thought is uncontrolled, involuntary, and disorganized. The third is that thought isolates us: no one can read our minds or think our thoughts for us. (Notice, by the way, that each of the reasons Steiner offers for why thought makes us sad could just as easily be cause for celebration.) At the same time, he says, as thought cuts the individual off from others, almost everything an individual thinks is banal, unoriginal, hence, the worst of both worlds. Steiner’s fourth reason is that there is an inherent collision between rational demands for thought to have one truthful, verifiable meaning and the tendency of language to suggest ambiguous, evasive, multiple meanings. The fifth reason is that thought is incredibly wasteful; even Einstein claimed he had only two ideas in his entire life and the rest was dross. The sixth reason thought makes us sad is that it causes us to have fantasies and unrealistic expectations which are then frustrated or disappointed by reality. Seventh reason: we cannot arrest thought, it keeps going incessantly, like our heartbeat, veiling as much as it reveals. Eighth reason: thinking keeps us strangers from one another, prevents empathy. (I believe Steiner has started to repeat himself at this point.) Ninth reason: the enormous disparity between clever people and dull-witted ones, and the near-impossibility of teaching skills of original thinking, leads to elitism and profound social injustice. And the tenth reason, as David Letterman might say: the capacity for thought shows its limits as soon as one tries to brood over the most important questions, such as Being, Death, or God, and leads us into a glib agnosticism or a dangerous religious fundamentalism.

I’m not trying to be more demoralizing than necessary. My point is simply to suggest that in the larger culture, as well as in the specific subculture of nonfiction, we may be moving away from the complexities of thought or consciousness for understandable if ignoble reasons. If thinking on the page makes us sad, why do it? If all those semicolons, ideas, and oppositional clauses slow us down and keep us from the more tactile pleasure of sense details, speedy dialogue, and cinematically imaginable scenes, get rid of them!

I can think of another reason, which Steiner doesn’t mention, for why thoughts make us sad. We may feel we know too much, or come to know it too early, which is the guilty burden of precocity. Children play to the expectations adults have of them, to behave in a childlike manner, but inside, they may not regard themselves as innocent so much as confused. I grew up sensing that a part of me was faking being a child; I felt I was already an old soul. Lots of people feel that, particularly those who will go on to become writers.

Consciousness makes us aware that we are divided, made up of disparate, contradictory parts. When children, caught in the act of misbehaving, insist “It wasn’t my fault,” what do they mean exactly? One part of them knows very well it was their fault, and another part believes it isn’t, because it’s the fault of a world so poorly constructed as to have tempted them into a wrongful act. They might want to believe they are innocent angels, as adults tell them they are, just as the adults tell them Santa Claus is real; the trouble is they are already conscious. And guilt and shame come from consciousness, more so than from doing evil. Dostoevsky’s narrator in Notes from Underground asserts that “consciousness is a disease.” Of course the Underground Man was proud of his diseased consciousness and wouldn’t have minded infecting everyone.

There remains the fear of “overthinking” a problem. How does consciousness, once it gets going, know when to stop? “I think therefore I am” becomes “As long as I’m thinking, I must still be alive.” Reflecting becomes a magical way to forestall death; Poe in “The Premature Burial” dramatized that Gothic dimension of consciousness.

But if consciousness isolates, it also heals and consoles. In my own writing I am trying to say, among other things, “This is my consciousness, now don’t feel so guilty about yours. If you have perverse, curmudgeonly, conflicted, antisocial thoughts, know that others have them too.”

Let me speak of another misunderstanding that leads to unnecessary guilt. A graduate student who had taken a workshop with me told me she was embarrassed and perplexed about something, and could I help her out. I said I could try. She said that in her first workshop session with a new professor, he had admonished them to write from their passions, or better yet, their obsessions. I knew where the professor was coming from, having given plenty of similar pep talks, especially when I had to get through the first class hour before sending students home with the syllabus, but I also sympathized with this woman, a smart, talented personal essayist, when she confessed that she didn’t think she had any obsessions, and she feared it was an indication of her shallowness.

I told her I thought obsession was overrated—in any case, far less common in real life than in fiction or movies. If by “obsession” we mean you can’t think about anything else, you are a involuntary slave to an action or ideal image, I would imagine it impedes creativity. When an arty filmmaker starts shooting a film without much of a script, he gets a pretty woman to walk around the moody rain-slicked streets and then—because he knows he needs a plot—has his hero or antihero follow her. In arty films, obsession is the last desperate refuge to pull together random footage with a semblance of plot. In real life, it’s not so easy to be obsessed. You say to yourself, “I think I’ll stalk that person who has been on my mind,” and then you decide, “Nah, I have to finish my work,” or, “No, that’s silly, she’s not going to like me any better because I’m following her around.” The practical mind kicks in. There have been times in my life when I’ve actually tried to promote a passionate obsession with some person or idea, because it seemed like a solution to feeling at loose ends, and in the midst of trying to obsess, I would start to giggle, as if to say, “Who am I kidding?” Maybe I’m just not the obsessive type and am therefore generalizing from too-narrow experience. But I continue to believe that obsession is more a romantic construct than an everyday occurrence.

The second problem with obsession is that it tends to go nowhere. I have met obsessive types in my wanderings, and mostly they were pretty boring. Obsessives repeat themselves, while ignoring other people or stories breaking around them; it’s an exceedingly redundant form of thinking, so I’m not sure how useful it is in the production of nonfiction. Maybe obsession is a tool better suited for fiction; we nonfiction writers don’t need it. Then what is needed to generate nonfiction? I would say curiosity. It may sound more tepid than obsession or passion, but it is vastly more dependable in the long run. You follow out a strand of curiosity and pretty soon you’ve got an interesting digression, a whole chapter, a book proposal, a book. The solution to entrapment in the narcissistic hothouse of self is not to relinquish autobiographical writing, but to expand the self by bringing one’s curiosity to interface with more and more history and the present world.

Curiosity is the practical solution for the successful memoirist’s second-book problem: you have to mine new material. At any rate, this was the solution I came to after having written three collections of personal essays, two volumes of personal poetry, and an autobiographical novel. I could keep cannibalizing whatever chunks of my past were still unwritten, or I could go out into the world and ruminate, that is to say, project my consciousness onto it. So I wrote a book about the New York waterfront. I read everything I could about the history, marine biology, urban planning, literature, and politics pertinent to the shoreline. I wrote about dock construction, shipworms, corrupt unions, Robert Moses and Joseph Mitchell, pirates and sailors, homeless people and public housing, and I also wrote about my own odd experiences walking the waterfront, because I found that it wasn’t necessary to jettison my I-character on this journey. If anything, the voice I had developed in my personal essays was essential for welding together the disparate subjects to which my curiosity had led me. The path of my consciousness through all this obdurate technical material became the unifying element.

A confession: I was never obsessed with the waterfront. It offered a pretext and a structure for me to follow out my interests in a dozen different directions. This formula of curiosity-driven research plus personal voice is one of the most prevalent modes in today’s successful nonfiction, from Rebecca Solnit to Philip Gourevitch to Jonathan Raban, from travel writing to nature writing to family chronicles to political investigations.

Not obsession but curiosity. It is my underlying conviction that nonfiction as a practice tends toward reason, calm, insight, order. This temperate, rational inclination is not such a bad thing, but we nonfiction writers sometimes feel guilty about it and want to heat up the form, make it more irrational. Much modernist literature, from Dostoevsky to Faulkner to Jim Thompson, has staked out the territory of the irrational, via the deranged, retarded, psychotic, or otherwise reason-impaired narrator. Autobiographical nonfiction has traditionally encouraged readers to regard the narrator, whatever else his flaws, as reliable, sincerely attempting to level with us. It’s the difference between Lolita and Speak, Memory—between a moral monster (as Nabokov insisted in interviews his charming Humbert Humbert was) and a dependably reminiscent narrator.

I am intrigued in this regard by such autobiographical accounts as Memoirs of My Nervous Illness by Daniel Paul Schreber, a nineteenth-century jurist who suffered from paranoid delusions and was locked up in an insane asylum, and The Future Lasts Forever, by the French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser, who strangled his wife in a moment of delirium. What moves me about these memoirs is that both authors were trying to write as rationally as possible about their brushes with madness. They were not in it for literary glory nor to flirt with a “derangement of the senses,” in the Baudelaire manner, but were compelled to hold tightly to whatever shards of sanity still existed, by trying to relate the horrible experience of losing their minds. Reason can be a rare, prized, hard-to-regain commodity. So let us not disdain the classic mandate of the nonfiction writer to make sense of the world, to tell about it in lucid, rational terms.

We always come back to that strange prohibition, “Show, don’t tell,” which calls to mind the Clinton administration’s order to gays in the military: “Don’t ask, don’t tell.” Why this repression of the telling voice today? Traditionally, you called someone who could spin a narrative a “storyteller.” I understand some of the legitimate mistrust of telling that students voice in workshop: they don’t want the writer to do the work for them as readers; they would prefer to come to their own conclusions based on hints and suggestions. But where is it written that Jamesian indirection is the one and only valid literary method? Of course, if you’re going to tell the reader directly what’s on your mind, you have an obligation to make the “telling” passages as vivid and candid as possible.

Nonfiction has some relationship to the pursuit of truth—it is one of the last remaining dignities that can reasonably be deduced from its negative name. But as soon as I assert that I am writing “the truth,” my palms sweat and I think I am about to perjure myself: such is the essayist’s equal attachment to skepticism. “What is truth?” said Pontius Pilate, who probably wrote elegant essays in his spare time. I would be more willing to attach myself to the word “honesty.” We may not ever be in possession of the truth, but at least as nonfiction writers we can try to be as honest as our courage permits. Honest to the world of facts outside ourselves, honest in reporting what we actually felt and did, and finally, honest about our own confusions and doubts. Certainly, a completely made-up fiction can achieve its own artistic honesty, but that is a separate and more speculative use of the word. The challenge faced by the nonfiction writer is to take something that actually happened, to herself or to others, and try to render it as honestly and compellingly as possible. In giving it shape, the nonfiction writer may be obliged to leave out some facts, combine incidents or even rearrange chronologies. Fine: I do not think we need apply the strictest journalistic standards of factual accuracy to all literary nonfiction. The press spends far too much time worrying these “law and order” ethical questions, probably because it is easier to pounce on discrepancies between the written and lived record than it is to fathom the formal art of personal narrative.

In my own practice, whenever possible, I would rather employ the actual facts in a nonfiction piece, because there is something magical and uncanny about the world as it is given to us, in the very randomness or order that it is given to us. Perhaps because I do keep writing fiction, I see no reason to try to make my nonfiction read like fiction. I can appreciate that the traditional attributes of nonfiction possess their own charm and validity and am not so drawn to hybridizing forms. But many today are.

A few years ago I was rushing to a doctor’s appointment and I passed someone who had the New York Post open to a big tabloid headline, “Nonfiction Reads Like Novel,” with a picture of gossip columnist Liz Smith grinning beneath it. Holy moly, I thought, everyone’s getting into the act! I started to feel persecuted; there were signs and omens everywhere. It turns out Liz Smith was plugging her friend John Berendt’s new book, The City of Falling Angels: “This tale of the glamorous, fetid, mythic, schizophrenic, slowly sinking city on the Adriatic Sea—along with its evasive denizens—makes for a hypnotic read. Berendt is the best at what he does, and what he does is persuade the reader to close his book and say, ‘What a fabulous novel!’ Then you realize with a start, it’s all true—facts fashioned like exquisite Venetian glass.” Now, I would have thought that facts fashioned like exquisite Venetian glass would be considered at least as much the province of nonfiction as fiction. Look at Edward Gibbon’s magisterial synthesizing of historic details in The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, which no ever suggested read like a novel, though it is a magnificent story. The key distinction regarding genre merging in Liz Smith’s excitable description is not about facts treated as glass, but this: “makes for a hypnotic read.” It is only when you the reader are put under a hypnotic spell that you can be said to enter fictive space. That will-less absorption in another’s word pictures, that abandonment of your mind to another’s command seems to me the siren song of popular fiction. Obviously, not all fiction functions this way, or demands such surrender, but the “hypnotic” state, I believe, represents the desired condition when people speak about nonfiction reading like fiction.

I continue to love reading novels, and fortunately there is such a backlog of great world literature that I will never run out of worthy ones. But sometimes I find myself resisting the contrivances, the machinery of contemporary fiction. A friend of mine who is a professional novelist keeps writing personal essays on the side, not seriously, more like a holiday from fiction. Often, when I read her novels, which are always ambitious and well written, I get the feeling that the characters and situations are being mechanically coerced toward tragedy or farce. Then I pick up a personal essay by her and it’s completely convincing: witty, relaxed, guided by a warmly intelligent narrative voice. The reason is probably that she didn’t have to invent, she could just sculpt into words a piece of lived experience—not an easy thing to do, but since she is already a trained literary artist, she knows how to go about doing it. Sometimes imagination can be too facile, too cheap, and would benefit from a disciplined restraint put upon it.

I once heard Philip Roth deliver a talk on his latest novel, The Plot against America. What struck me most was this great writer saying that every night he would go to bed reminding himself, “Don’t invent, remember.” Sure enough, the first two-thirds of that novel are remarkable for the plausible way that everyday events come across, seeming so close to remembered fact; it’s only in the last third, when the plot gets all speeded up and absurd, and Charles Lindbergh becomes the right-wing president, that the book loses its poise and turns overly gimmicky. We should not be so in awe of invention; it can be a fairly cheap knack.

We also need to recognize that some of our best recent writers were arguably better at nonfiction than fiction. Though they usually preferred to think of themselves as novelists, none of them ever created a character as vibrant as his/her nonfiction narrator, be it Mary McCarthy, George Orwell, James Baldwin, Gore Vidal, Norman Mailer (“Aquarius”), Susan Sontag, or Joan Didion. So nonfiction has nothing to apologize for. It can hold its head up high.

    

    * Elias Canetti, I suppose, though some would argue he got it for his novel Auto-da-Fé.



On the Necessity of Turning Oneself into a Character

In personal essays and memoir, nothing is more commonly met than the letter I. I think it is a perfectly good word, one no writer should be ashamed to use. First person is especially legitimate for personal writing, so drawn to the particulars of character and voice. The problem with I is not that it is in bad taste (as college composition courses used to teach), but that fledgling autobiographical writers may think they’ve said or conveyed more than they actually have with that one syllable. In their minds, that I may be swimming with background and a lush, sticky past and an almost too fatal specificity, whereas the reader encountering it for the first time in a new piece sees only a slender telephone pole standing in the sentence, trying to catch a few signals to send on. In truth, even the barest I holds a whisper of promised engagement and can suggest a caress in the midst of more stolid language. What it doesn’t do, however, is give us a clear picture of who is speaking.

To do that, the writer needs to build herself into a character. And I use the word character much the same way the fiction writer does. E. M. Forster, in Aspects of the Novel, drew a famous distinction between “flat” and “round” characters—between those fictional personages seen from the outside who acted with the predictable consistency of Dickensian caricatures, and those whose Woolfian complexities or teeming inner lives we came to know. James Wood has argued that Stephen Greenblatt’s distinction between “transparent” and “opaque” characters is more helpful than Forster’s. But whether the writer chooses to present characters as flat, round, transparent, opaque, or a combination of these, the people on the page—it scarcely matters whether they appear in fiction or nonfiction—will need to become knowable enough in their broad outlines to behave plausibly, and at the same time free-willed enough to intrigue us with surprises. The art of characterization comes down to establishing a pattern of habits and actions for the person you are writing about and introducing variations into the system. In this respect, building a character is a pedagogic model, because you are teaching the reader what to expect.

So how do you turn yourself into a character? First of all, you need to have—or acquire—some distance from yourself. If you are so panicked by any examination of your flaws that all you can do is sputter defensively when you feel yourself attacked, you are not going to get very far in the writing of personal essays. You need to be able to see yourself from the ceiling: to know, for instance, how you are coming across in social situations, and to assess accurately when you are being charming and when you seem pushy, mousy, or ridiculous. From the viewpoint of honest personal writing, it is just as unsatisfactory or distorting to underrate yourself all the time and claim you are far less effective than you actually are, than to give yourself too much credit. The point is to begin to take inventory of yourself so that you can present that self to the reader as a specific, legible character.

A good place to start is your quirks. These are the idiosyncrasies, stubborn tics, antisocial mannerisms, and so on that set you apart from the majority. There will be more than enough time later to assert your common humanity, or better yet, to let the reader make the mental bridge between your oddities and those of everyone else. But to establish credibility, you would do well to resist coming across as absolutely average. Who wants to read about that bland creature, the regular Joe? The mistake many would-be essayists and memoirists make is to try so hard to be likable and nice, to fit in, that the reader, bored, begins craving stronger stuff (at the very least, a tone of authority). Literature is not a place for conformists and organization men. The skills of the kaffeeklatsch—restraining one’s expressiveness, rounding out one’s edges, sparing everyone’s feelings—will not work as well on the page, if your goal is to create a memorable and compelling narrator.
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