








FINDING YOUR WERITER'S VOICE:

experience, sensate impressions, and emotions. To find
this world yvou must be willing to
unconventional, the unadorned.

Here’s an example: For years, I was haunted by a
fight my parents had when I was a child, in which my
father—quite eloquently—threw a garbage bag of carrot
peels against the wall and turned our kitchen into an
art gallery. Again and again, I saw the white wall, the
bag of garbage, my father’s arms, the criss-cross maze
of carrot peels. These images were inaudible, like
scenes from a silent movie, and I had no desire to
search for any language that could tell their story. This
self-censorship came not so much from a desire to
protect my family, but from ideas about what kind of
writer I wanted to be. (Too psychological, I thought,
when considering the images as material for a story.
Possibly self-pitving and pathetic.) Then one day, I
heard a voice saying: One day my parents had a fight.
My mother threw a clock, and my father threw
garbage. My choices after that were two: to take the
leap and write the remaining sentences, or to resist. I
chose to leap and wrote a story in which I learned
something I hadn’t known: that this particular fight
was a phenomenal theatrical experience, and that I, as
a spectator, had enjoved it.

Another story started by accident—but again a
phrase began it. For some time, I heard in my mind the

seize the

phrase the bloodwell. The phrase felt unpleasantly
surreal. and I shoved it aside. However, at some point,
because the phrase (and the voice that spoke the
phrase) haunted me, I decided to take the image
literally. As though I were moving into a fluid abstract
sculpture, I suddenly could see a well of blood, with
shifting translucent shapes. I could feel it surrounded
by human activity.

By following the voice and surrendering to it, I
discovered significant images—images that contained
the core emotional charge of the story I wanted to tell
and that unpacked like a series of Russian nesting
dolls, allowing me to improvise with relative ease.

A search for voice must always involve a willingness
to experience what vou already know in a new light. It
doesn’t matter whether the objects in vour world are
unaesthetic, beautiful, ordinary, or extraordinary. The
key is to become aware of them.

Take some time to notice patterns, sounds, and
objects in vour everyday life. Look at the floor of your
closet. Notice the paper bag flapping on the parking
meter near vour office. Listen to the phrases that occur
to vou before vou drift off to sleep. Touch the rough
concrete post by a neighbor’s meadow. Youl find an
abundance of images and ideas in things vou've taken
for granted. This receptive approach to the familiar is
the beginning of the discovery of voice.
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FINDING YOUER WRITE

from the brain alone (the brain I abused so much last
summer and part of last winter), they are like tunes played
on the squeaky part of the first string.... On Easter day I got
a terrible headache from thinking only with my brain, after
I had gotten it going with coffee; because it cant get going
by itself, and my nerves were probably too tired to respond
to any outside timpression; I tried to stop thinking that way,
and with a tremendous effort I braced the nerves in my chest
so as to produce a vibration—still holding on to the thought I
was then working on.... Ever since then, whenever the
crucial hour of synthesis approaches, I say to myself: “T am
going to work with my heart”; and then I feel my heart ...
and the rest of my body is forgotten, except for the hand that
is writing, and the living heart, and my poem is begun—
begins itself.”

Mallarmeé understood that the whole body participates
in the creation of voice. He also sensed that where
voice resides (or is placed) in the body affects the
quality of writing. Some writers readily grasp the
connection between voice and the body. But if vou tend
to think of writing as a purely mental act, Mallarme’s
model may help vou.

In the seventies, I taught journal workshops to
students who practiced voga, chanted mantras, and
never let a class go by without doing neck exercises.
When I told them “Voice is sound,” they looked at me
strangelyv. They didnt need an explanation for
something they instinctively understood.

The same vear, however, I worked with a group of
college professors who were feeling blocked with their

academic writing. They were fascinated to discover the
role the body plays in language. Somewhat tentatively
(and quoting Mallarmé for ballast), I explained to them
that in voga each part of the body is assigned a special
sound, people strengthen their
awareness of the body by chanting these sounds. Far
from being skeptical, they wanted to know the syllables
and asked that we spend time in class chanting. I didn’t
want to appear to be a crackpot, so I led them
hesitantly, chanting softly.
evervone went into a trance. In particular I have a vivid

and sometimes

Almost immediately,
memory of an elderly dean, sitting cross-legged on the
floor, rocking back and forth, with his eyes closed.
Later he reported hearing a lyric passage—his first
experience with raw, natural voice. This passage
became the first paragraph of a story. Eventually his
academic writing began to come more easily. “Whv?” I
asked. “I dont know,” he answered. “Maybe my more
personal writing found another outlet. Maybe I just
relaxed about it.”

If you're curious, you can begin to experiment with
your own voice as an instrument: Like Mallarmeé, you
can make vour voice resonate from different parts of
your body and discover the different emotions and
sounds that arise. Take a leap of faith and believe that
each part of your body can speak. Imagine that your
entire body is a vehicle for speech and sound—a

https://read.amazon.com/?asin=B@185R9G6Q



luminous and versatile transmitter. Let vour stomach
write a paragraph. Then your heart. Now let vour
forehead speak. Does your writing change as your body
focus shifts? Are the rhythms different? The emotions?
The sounds?

In the process you mav become aware of the role
breath plays in human speech. Breath creates natural
pauses between thoughts and the sense of true silence
between paragraphs. Furthermore, breathing deeply
can help vou connect to emotions, and emotions help
you connect to language. (A number of writers, myself
included, have discovered that shallow breathing
accompanies periods of feeling stymied or blocked.)
Write a paragraph holding vour breath and see how
hard that is.

IMITATING THE FLOW OF SPEECH

Writing structured, resonant nonsense can help you
imitate the flow and spirit of human speech. This is
another way to discover voice as an instrument, and
language as a form of play, freed from the burden of
meeting. The rules are simple: 1) the sentences must be
grammatical, and 2) the words mustn't link together in
any consciously associative way. (The mind
automaticallv makes sense of grammatical language.
Don't worry if the exercise “makes sense” or the

phrases carry metaphoric weight when you read them
OVer.)

This is a halfway point between giving voice
complete freedom and working within some kind of
structure. Like Lucky, who made an outrageously
nonsensical speech in Waiting for Godot, you can
mimic language, savor the pure sound of words out of
context, revel in their absurdity, feel bound and even
challenged by the limits of grammar. You're only
working with individual sentences at this point, but
this exercise may give vou a glimpse into more
sophisticated uses of improvisation you will need later,
when vou work on a complete story.

Here’s an example:

Although spoons ereate kymographic leaves, the undulating
verve of the bracken riveted rice, and when the callous
failed, luminous clacks vied the loom with a sandwich; but
the miracle mill-raced on, and a liver starch gave in to
gibbous grommets—so it wasn't before the onerous futhark
of climbs unfurled. And once, when the bombastic fungi
lubricated the switch-yard, imperilment was delayed.
Ladder! Units! The potash massacre is electrolyzed!

Everybody finds their own way of writing nonsense.
Some people begin by looking around their room and
choosing various objects. Others look up words in the
dictionary. Others make up nonsense syllables. Some
people scan memory, finding words from different
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