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274 How to Write an Autobiographical Novel 

camps with him in the Soviet Union, determined that his poems 

make it to readers. The point of it is in the possibiµ.ty of being 

read by someone who could read it, Who could be changed, out 

past your imagination's limits. Hannah Arendt has a definition 

of freedom as being the freedom to imagine that which you can

not yet imagine. The freedom to imagine that as yet wiimagina

ble work in front of others, moving them to still more action you 

can't imagine, that is the point of writing, to me. You may think it 
is humility to imagine your work doesn't matter. It isn't. Much the 

way you don't know what a writer will go on to write, you don't 

know what a reader, having read you, will do. 

ONLY IN AMERICA do we ask our writers to believe they don't 

matter as a condition of writing. It is time to end this. Much of 

my time as a student was spent doubting the importance of my 

work, doubting the power it had to reach anyone or to do any

thing of significance. I was already tired of hearing about how 

the pen was mightier than the sword-by the time I was studying 

writing. Swords, it seemed to me, won all the time. By the time I 

fowid that Auden quote- "poetry makes nothing happen" - I 

was more than ready to believe what I thought he was saying. But 

books were still to me as they had been when I fowid them: the 

only magic. My mother's most common childhood memory of 

me is of standing next to me trying to be heard over the voice on 

the page. I didn't really commit to writing until I widerstood that 

it meant maki~g that happen for someone else. And in order to 

do that, I had to commit the chaos inside of me to an intricate 

order, an articulate complexity. 

To write is to sell a ticket to escape, not from the truth1 but 
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into it. My job is to make something happen in a space barely 

larger than the span of your hand, behind your eyes1 distilled out 

of all that I have carried1 from friends, teachers, people met on 

planes, people I have only seen in my mind, all my mother and fa
ther ever did, every favorite book, until it meets and distills from 

you, the reader, something out of the everything it finds in you. 

All of this meets along the edge of a sentence like this one, as 

if the sentence is a fence, with you on one side and me ort the 

other. When the writing works best, I feel like I could poke one 

of these words out of place and find the writer's eye there, look

ing through to me. 

If you don't know what I mean, what I mean is this: when I 

speak .of w,alking through a snowstorm, you remember a night 

from your childhood full of snow, or from last winter, say, driving 

home at night, surprised by a storm. When I speak of rny dead 

friends and poetry, you may remember your own dead friends, or 

if none of your friends are dead, you may imagine how·it might 

feel to have them die. You may think of your poems, or poems 

you'.ve seen or heard. You may remember you don't like poetry. 

Something new is made from my memories and yours as you 

read•this. It is not my memory, not yours, and it is born and walks 

the bridges and roads of your mind, as long as it can. After it has 

left mine. 

All my life I've been told this isn't important, that it doesn't 

matter, that it could never matter. And yet I think it does. I think 

it is the real reason the peopl~ who would take everything from 

us say this. I think it's the same reason that when fascists come 

to power, writers are among the first to go to jail'. And that is the 

point of writing. 



I BEGAN Tl-lIS ESSAY as an email I wrote to my students dµring 

that first weekend of the war in Iraq. I had felt a sudden, intense 

protectiveness of them. I didn't want my students to go into the 

draft, rumored then to be a possibility, and I was even more afraid 

of people like the secretary of defense. Destroying art is practice 

for des~g people. 

I wanted to lead my students to another world, ~ne where 

people value writing and art more than war, and yet I knew then 

and I know now that the only thing that matters is to make that 

world here. There is no other world. This is the only world we are 

in. This revisable country, so difficult to change, so easily changed.. 

I wrote to them that weekend and told them that art endures 

past governments, countries, and emperors, and their would-be 

replacements. That art-even, or perhaps especially, art that is 

dedicated som~ow to tenderness, dedicated as a lover who would 

offer something to her beloved in the last nights they1ll share be .. 

fore she leaves this life forever-is not weak. It is strength. I asked 

them to disregard the cultural war against the arts that has lasted 

most of their liYes, the movement to discredit the arts and cul
ture in American public life as being decorative interruptions of 

more serious affairs, unworthy of funding, or even of teachers. I 

told them that I can't recall the emperors of China as well as I can 

Mencius, who counseled them, and whose stories of them, shared 

in his poetry of these rulers and their problems, describe them 
for me almost entirely. And the p:1radox of how a novel, should it 

survive, protects what a missile can't. 

The email I sent was not the only act, though; it was just a be

ginning. It was when I turned my back on the idea that teachirl; 

writing means only teaching how to make sentences or stories. I 

needed to teach writing students to hold on - to themsdves~ to 

what matters to them, to the present, the past, the future. And to 
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the country. And to do so with what they write. We won't know 

~hen the world will end. If it ever does, we will be better servt'd 

when it does by having done this work we can do. 

I have new lessons in not stopping, after "the election:' 11 

you are reading this, and you're a writer, and you, like me, an· 

gripped with despair, when you think you might stop: Speak to 

your dead. Write for your dead. Tell them a story. What are you 

doing with this life? Let them hold you accountabl~. Let them 

make you bolder or more modest or louder or more loving, what

ever it is, but ask them in, listen, and then write. And when war 

comes-and make no mistake, it is ·already here-be sure you 

write for the living too. The , ones you love, and the ones who 

are coming for your life. What will you give them when they get 

there? J tell myself I can't imagine a story that can set them free, 

these people who hate me, but I am writing precis~ly because one 

did that for me. So I always remember that, and I know to write 

even for them. 

I am, it should be said, someone who did lose his faith. I may 

in fact be pusillanimous, even as a condition of my faith in my

sel£ and at times I despair. I do not write as much as I should. 

I do not always think that when I die I will have the chance to 

see my dead again. But f?r now, I live and work and I feel them 

watching me. 

And so I leave this here now, for them. And for you. 
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