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Perfectionism is the voice of the oppressor, the enemy of the
people. It will keep you cramped and insane your whole life,
and it is the main obstacle between you and a shitty first draft,
I think perfectionism is based on the obsessive belief that if
you run carefully enough, hitting each stepping-stone just
right, you won’t have to die. The truth is that you will die
anyway and that a lot of people who aren’t even ‘_ooE:m at
their feet are going to do a whole lot better than you, and
have a lot more fun while they’re doing it.

Besides, perfectionism will ruin your writing, _u_on_c.sm in-
ventiveness and playfulness and life force (these are words we
are allowed to use in California). Perfectionism means that you
try desperately not to leave so much mess to clean up. But
clutter and mess show us that life is being lived. Clutter is
wonderfully fertile ground—you can still discover new treas-

ures under all those piles, clean things up, edit things out, fix
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things, get a grip. Tidiness suggests that something is as good
as it’s going to get. Tidiness makes me think of held breath,
of suspended animation, while writing needs to breathe and
move.

When 1 was twenty-one, | had my tonsils removed. I was
one of those people who got strep throat every few minutes,
and my doctor finally decided that I needed to have my tonsils
taken out. For the entire énnr.m?mwémwm. mimzo«ﬁ:m hurt so
much that [ could barely open my mouth for a straw. | had
a prescription for painkillers, though, and when they ran out
but the pain hadn't, ] called the nurse and said that she would

really need to send another prescription over, and maybe a
Y p P Y

little mixed grill of drugs because | was also mnm::m somewhat

anxious. But she wouldn’t. | asked to speak to her supervisor.
She told me her supervisor was at lunch and that I Snnmmm,fo
buy some gum, of all things, and to chew it vigorously-—the
thought of which made me clutch at my throat! She explained
that when we have a wound in our body, the nearby muscles
cramp around it to protect it m.o_d.mbw rore violation and
from infection, and that I would need to use these muscles if
I wanted them to relax again. So finally my best friend Pammy
went out and baught me some gum, and I began to chew it,
with great hostility and skepticism. The first bites caused a
ripping sensation in the back of my threat, but within minutes
all the pain was gone, permanently.

I think that something similar happens with our psychic
muscles. They cramp around our wounds—the pain from our

childhood, the losses and disappointments of adulthood, the
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humiliations suffered in both—to keep us from getting hurt
in the same place again, to keep foreign substances out. So
those wounds never have a chance to heal. Perfectionism is
one way our muscles cramp. In some cases we don't even
know that the wounds and the cramping are there, but both
limit us. They keep us moving and writing in tight, worried
ways. They keep us standing back or backing away from life,
keep us from experiencing life in a naked and immediate way.
So how do we break through them and get on?

It's easier if you believe in God, but not impossible if you
don’t. If you believe, then this God of yours might be capable
of relieving you of some of this perfectionism. Still, one of
the most annoying things about God is that he never just
touches you with his magic wand, like Glinda the Good, and
gives you what you want. Like it would be so much skin off
his nose. But he might give you the courage or the stamina
to write lots and lots of terrible first drafts, and then you'd
learn that good second drafts can spring from these, and you'd
see that big sloppy imperfect messes have value.

Now, it might be that your Ged is an uptight, judgmental
perfectionist, sort of like Bob Dole or, for that matter, me.
But a priest friend of mine has cautioned me away from the
standard God of our childhoods, who loves and guides you
and then, if you are bad, roasts you: God as high school
principal in a gray suit who never remembered your name but
is always leafing unhappily through your files. If this is your
God, maybe you need to blend in the influence of someone

who s ever so slightly more amused by you, someone less
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anal. David Byrne is good, for instance. Gracie Allen is good.
Mr. Rogers will work.

If you don't believe in God, it may help to remember this
great line of Geneen Roth’s: that awareness is learning to keep
yourself company. And then learn to be more Sa.uaa.qan._n
company, as if you were somebody you are fond of and wish
to encourage. | doubt that you would read a close friend’s
early efforts and, in his or her presence, roll your eyes and
snicker. [ doubt that you would pantomime sticking your finger
down your throat. | think you might say something along the
lines of, “Good for you. We can work out some of the problems
later, but for now, full steam ahead!”

In any case, the bottom line is that if you want to write,
you get to, but you probably won’t be able to get very far if
you don't start trying to get over your wnnmmnaoiwa. You set
out to tell a story of some sort, to tell the truth as you feel
it, because something is calling you to do so. It calls you like
the beckoning finger of smoke in cartoons that rises off the
pie cooling on the windowsill, slides under doors and into
mouse holes or into the nostrils of the sleeping man or woman
in the easy chair. Then the aromatic smoke crooks its finger,
and the mouse or the man or woman rises and follows, nose
in the air. But some days the smoke is faint and you just have
to follow it as best you can, sniffing away. Still, even on those
days, you might notice how great perseverance feels. And the
next day the scent may seem stronger—or it may just be that
you are developing a quiet doggedness. This is priceless. Per-

fectionism, on the other hand, will only drive you mad.
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Polaroids

Writing a first draft is very much like watching a Polaroid
develop. You can’t—and, in fact, you're not supposed to—
know exactly what the picture is going to look like until it
has finished developing. First you just point at what has your
attention and take the picture. In the last chapter, for instance,
what had my attention were the contents of my lunch bag.
But as the picture developed, I found I had a really clear image
of the boy against the fence. Or maybe your Polaroid was
supposed to be a picture of that boy against the fence, and
you didn’t notice until the last minute that a family was
standing a few feet away from him. Now, maybe it's his family,
or the family of one of the kids in his class, but at any rate
these people are going to be in the photograph, too. Then the
film emerges from the camera with a grayish green murkiness
that gradually becomes clearer and clearer, and finally you see
the husband and wife holding their baby with two children
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standing beside them. And at first it all seems very sweet, but
then the shadows begin to appear, and then you start to see
the animal tragedy, the baboons _umlsm their teeth. And then
you see a flash of bright red flowers in the bottom left quadrant
that you didn’t even know were in the picture when you took
it, and these flowers evoke a time or a memory that moves
you mysteriously. And finally, as the portrait comes into focus,
you begin to notice ail the props surrounding these people,
and you begin to understand how props define us and comfort
us, and show us what we value and what we need, and who
we think we are.

You couldn’t have had any way of knowing what this piece
of work would look like when you first started. You just knew
that there was something about these people that compelled
you, and you stayed with that something long enough for it

to show you what it was about.
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Ferfeciionism

Your day’s work might turn out to have been a mess. So
what? Vonnegut said, “When | write, I feel like an armless
legless man with a crayon in his mouth.” So go ahead and
make big scrawls and mistakes. Use up lots of paper. Perfec-
tionism is a mean, frozen form of idealism, while messes are
the artist’s true friend. What people somehow (inadvertently,
I'm sure) forgot to mention when we were children was that
we need to make messes in order to find out who we are and
why we are here—and, by extension, what we're supposed
to be writing,
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A well-known writer got collared by a univessity
student who asked, ‘Do you think I could be a
writer?”’ ‘ , ‘

“Well,” the writer said, “I don’t know. . . . Do
you like sentences?”’ :

The writer couid see the student’s amazement.
Sentences? Do I like sentences? 1 am twenty years
old and do I like sentences? If he had liked sen-
tences, of course, he could begin, like 2 joyful
painter I knew. I asked him how he came to be a
painter. He said, “'I liked the smell of the paint.”’

Hemingway studied, as models, the novels of
Knout Hamsun and Ivan Turgenev. Isaac Bashevis
Singer, as it happened; also chose FHamsun and Tur-
genev as models. Ralph Ellison studied Hemingway
and Gertrude Stein. Thoreau loved Homer; Eudora
Welty loved Chekhov. Faulkner described his debt
to Sherwood Anderson and Joyce; E. M. Forster, his
debt to Jane Austen and Proust. By contrast, if you
ask a twenty-onhe-year-old poet whose poetry he
likes, he might say, unblushing, *‘Nobody’s.” In his
youth, he has not yet undersiood that poets like
poetry, and novelists like novels; he himself likes
only the role, the thought of himself in a hat. Rem-
brandt and Shakespeare, Tolstoy and Gauguin, pos-

sessed, 1 believe, powerful hearts, not powerful
wills. They loved the range of materials they used.
The work’s possibilities excited them; the field's
complexities fired their imaginations. The caring
suggested the tasks; the tasks suggested the
schedules. They learned their fields and then loved
them. They worked, respectfully, out of their love

and knowledge, and they produced complex bodies

of work that endure. Then, and only then, the world
flapped at them some sort of hat, which, if they were
still living, they ignored as well as they could, to
keep at their tasks. -
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Itis the beginning of 2 work that the writer throws
away.

A painting covers its tracks. Painters work from
the ground up. The latest version of a painting over-
lays earlier versions, and obliterates them. Writers,
on the other hand, work from left to right. The
discardable chapters are on the left. The latest ver-
sion of a literary work begins somewhere in the
work’s middle, and hardens toward the end. The
earlier version remains lumpishly on the left; the
work’s beginning greets the reader with the wrong
hand. In those early pages and chapters anyone may

find bold leaps to nowhere, read the brave begin-
nings of dropped themes, hear a tone since aban-
doned, discover blind alleys, track red herrings, and
laboriously learn a setting now false.

Several delusions weaken the writer’s resolve to
throw away work. If he has read his pages too often,
those pages will have a necessary quality, the ring of

.the inevitable, like poetry known by heart; they will

perfectly ariswer their own familiar rhythms. He will
retain them. He may retain those pages if they pos-
sess some virtues, such as power in themselves,
though they lack the cardinal virtue, which is perti-
nence to, and unity with, the book’s thrust. Some-
times the writer leaves his early chapters in place
from gratitude; he cannot contemplate them or read
them without feeling again the blessed relief that
exalted him when the words first appearéd—relief
that he was writing anything at all. That beginning
served to get him where he was going, after all;
surely the reader needs it, too, as groundwork. But
no.

Every year the aspiring photographer brought a
stack of his best prints to an old, honored photogra-
pher, seeking his judgment. Every year the old man
studied the prints and painstakingly ordered them
into two piles, bad and good. Every year the old man
moved a certain landscape print into the bad stack.
At length he turned to the young man: “You submit
this same landscape every year, and every year [ put
it on the bad stack. Why do you like it so much?”
The young photographer said, “Because I had to
climb a moustain to get it.”




Writing Workshop Reflections and Words of Encouragement

I love Annie Dillard’s little parable about a young, aspiring photographer, and I think it
applies to our experimental writing workshops that we have embarked upon as a class. Who
knows, maybe we’re all Kerouacs and Ginsbergs, and maybe our first thoughts are really our best
thoughts and that all we need to do is find that Muse once every two weeks in order to produce
something of meaning and substance. But I for one have come to learn that even though every
once in a while writing is a sort of mysterious channeling, most of the time it is instead tricky, time
consuming hard work. It is through these experiences with my own writing that I’ve also leamed
what I consider to be one of the hardest parts of the writing experience: getting rid of those first
pages, those early versions, those beginnings that were all just a way to get started in order to find
where 1 was going.

Writing is hard because it takes perseverance, and on several occasions, to quote Dillard’s
parable, I even feel like the photographer who “had to climb a mountain to get it.”” But [ have
oftentimes come to the realization that this vague “it” is not even my best photography, and if I
could elaborate a little more on the parable, I would argue that I usually find better and more
meaningful mountains to climb, where I can take powerful photographs that I never would have
been able to do without the process beforehand, without the hours spent on the trail, plagued by
painful blisters, deep river crossings and persistent mosquitoes.

But here’s the strangest thing: even on the top of the mountain which overlooks a landscape
that stretches for miles upon miles, I end up finding a rock or a tree or a footprint that matters, and
somewhat ironically these turn out to be my best shots. It sounds a bit Zen—I know—but
sometimes I need to climb a mountain and stare out at the valley below to realize that the
impressive view will not do for what I want to capture on film and, as we write, on paper. Maybe
it’s what Dillard refers to as “groundwork.” Maybe these workshops will produce one piece that
you find belongs in that pile of “good prints,” not because you climbed impressive mountains to get
it, but because you trusted the process that brought you there.

So, now that we know that our classmates are listening to our words, enjoying them, and
trying to provide helpful feedback, how can we take our writing further? What risks can we take in
order to move and write out of our comfort zone? I recently posted some ideas about creativity on
my website, and I quoted Merlin Mann, who states, “For me, I gotta say, it will be ten or fifteen
minutes into the writing process before I produce anything that is useful at all.” The response that
immediately came to mind when I was listening to this was: “Only fifteen?”

So let’s get to work. Let’s trust the process and see where it takes us. Let’s see if something
works on a page, or not. Let’s try to push the envelope a little bit with what words and paper can
do. Let’s create written pieces that communicate an emotion, an idea, a sentiment, a prayer, an
insight, an experience, a perspective. Let’s write to write, and let’s bring these ideas to class with
open minds.




