However, throughout this time I did in a
sense engage in literary activities. To begin
with there was the made-to-order stuff which I
produced quickly, easily and without much
pleasure to myself. Apart from school work, I
wrote vers d'occasion, semi-comic poems
which I could turn out at what now seems to
me astonishing speed -- at fourteen I wrote a
whole rhyming play, in imitation of
Aristophanes, in about a week -- and helped to
edit a school magazines, both printed and in
manuscript. These magazines were the most
pitiful burlesque stuff that you could imagine,
and I took far less trouble with them than I
now would with the cheapest journalism. But
side by side with all this, for fifteen years or
more, I was carrying out a literary exercise of
a quite different kind: this was the making up
of a continuous "story" about myself, a sort of
diary existing only in the mind. I believe this
is a common habit of children and adolescents.
As a very small child I used to imagine that I
was, say, Robin Hood, and picture myself as
the hero of thrilling adventures, but quite soon
my "story" ceased to be narcissistic in a crude
way and became more and more a mere
description of what I was doing and the things
I saw. For minutes at a time this kind of thing
would be running through my head: "He
pushed the door open and entered the room. A
yellow beam of sunlight, filtering through the
muslin curtains, slanted on to the table, where
a match-box, half-open, lay beside the inkpot.
With his right hand in his pocket he moved
across to the window. Down in the street a
tortoiseshell cat was chasing a dead leaf," etc.
etc. This habit continued until I was about
twenty-five, right through my non-literary
years. Although I had to search, and did
search, for the right words, I seemed to be
making this descriptive effort almost against
my will, under a kind of compulsion from
outside. The "story" must, I suppose, have
reflected the styles of the various writers I
admired at different ages, but so far as I
remember it always had the same meticulous
descriptive quality.
When I was about sixteen I suddenly
discovered the joy of mere words, i.e. the

By George Orwell (1946)

From a very early age, perhaps the age of
five or six, I knew that when I grew up I
should be a writer. Between the ages of about
seventeen and twenty-four I tried to abandon
this idea, but I did so with the consciousness
that I was outraging my true nature and that
sooner or later I should have to settle down
and write books.
I was the middle child of three, but there
was a gap of five years on either side, and I
barely saw my father before I was eight. For
this and other reasons I was somewhat lonely,
and I soon developed disagreeable
mannerisms which made me unpopular
throughout my schooldays. I had the lonely
child's habit of making up stories and holding
conversations with imaginary persons, and I
think from the very start my literary ambitions
were mixed up with the feeling of being
isolated and undervalued. I knew that I had a
facility with words and a power of facing
unpleasant facts, and I felt that this created a
sort of private world in which I could get my
own back for my failure in everyday life.
Nevertheless the volume of serious -- i.e.
seriously intended -- writing which I produced
all through my childhood and boyhood would
not amount to half a dozen pages. I wrote my
first poem at the age of four or five, my
mother taking it down to dictation. I cannot
remember anything about it except that it was
about a tiger and the tiger had "chair-like
teeth" -- a good enough phrase, but I fancy the
poem was a plagiarism of Blake's "Tiger,
Tiger." At eleven, when the war or 1914-18
broke out, I wrote a patriotic poem which was
printed in the local newspaper, as was another,
two years later, on the death of Kitchener.
From time to time, when I was a bit older, I
wrote bad and usually unfinished "nature
poems" in the Georgian style. I also attempted
a short story which was a ghastly failure. That
was the total of the would-be serious work that
I actually set down on paper during all those
years.
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this characteristic with scientists, artists,
politicians, lawyers, soldiers, successful
businessmen -- in short, with the whole
top crust of humanity. The great mass of
human beings are not acutely selfish. After
the age of about thirty they almost
abandon the sense of being individuals at
all -- and live chiefly for others, or are
simply smothered under drudgery. But
there is also the minority of gifted, willful
people who are determined to live their
own lives to the end, and writers belong in
this class. Serious writers, I should say,
are on the whole more vain and selfcentered than journalists, though less
interested in money .
b) Aesthetic enthusiasm. Perception of
beauty in the external world, or, on the
other hand, in words and their right
arrangement. Pleasure in the impact of one
sound on another, in the firmness of good
prose or the rhythm of a good story.
Desire to share an experience which one
feels is valuable and ought not to be
missed. The aesthetic motive is very
feeble in a lot of writers, but even a
pamphleteer or writer of textbooks will
have pet words and phrases which appeal
to him for non-utilitarian reasons; or he
may feel strongly about typography, width
of margins, etc. Above the level of a
railway guide, no book is quite free from
aesthetic considerations.
c) Historical impulse. Desire to see things as
they are, to find out true facts and store
them up for the use of posterity.
d) Political purpose -- using the word
"political" in the widest possible sense.
Desire to push the world in a certain
direction, to alter other peoples' idea of the
kind of society that they should strive
after. Once again, no book is genuinely
free from political bias. The opinion that
art should have nothing to do with politics
is itself a political attitude.

sounds and associations of words. The lines
from Paradise Lost -So hee with difficulty and labour hard
Moved on: with difficulty and labour hee.
which do not now seem to me so very
wonderful, sent shivers down my backbone;
and the spelling "hee" for "he" was an added
pleasure. As for the need to describe things, I
knew all about it already. So it is clear what
kind of books I wanted to write, in so far as I
could be said to want to write books at that
time. I wanted to write enormous naturalistic
novels with unhappy endings, full of detailed
descriptions and arresting similes, and also
full of purple passages in which words were
used partly for the sake of their own sound.
And in fact my first completed novel, Burmese
Days, which I wrote when I was thirty but
projected much earlier, is rather that kind of
book.
I give all this background information
because I do not think one can assess a writer's
motives without knowing something of his
early development. His subject matter will be
determined by the age he lives in -- at least
this is true in tumultuous, revolutionary ages
like our own -- but before he ever begins to
write he will have acquired an emotional
attitude from which he will never completely
escape. It is his job, no doubt, to discipline his
temperament and avoid getting stuck at some
immature stage, in some perverse mood; but if
he escapes from his early influences
altogether, he will have killed his impulse to
write. Putting aside the need to earn a living, I
think there are four great motives for writing,
at any rate for writing prose. They exist in
different degrees in every writer, and in any
one writer the proportions will vary from time
to time, according to the atmosphere in which
he is living. They are:
a) Sheer egoism. Desire to seem clever, to be
talked about, to be remembered after
death, to get your own back on the grownups who snubbed you in childhood, etc.,
etc. It is humbug to pretend this is not a
motive, and a strong one. Writers share

It can be seen how these various impulses
must war against one another, and how they
must fluctuate from person to person and from
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time to time. By nature -- taking your "nature"
to be the state you have attained when you are
first adult -- I am a person in whom the first
three motives would outweigh the fourth. In a
peaceful age I might have written ornate or
merely descriptive books, and might have
remained almost unaware of my political
loyalties. As it is I have been forced into
becoming a sort of pamphleteer. First I spent
five years in an unsuitable profession (the
Indian Imperial Police, in Burma), and then I
underwent poverty and the sense of failure.
This increased my natural hatred of authority
and made me for the first time fully aware of
the existence of the working classes, and the
job in Burma had given me some
understanding of the nature of imperialism:
but these experiences were not enough to give
me an accurate political orientation. Then
came Hitler, the Spanish Civil War, etc. By
the end of 1935 I had still failed to reach a
firm decision. I remember a little poem that I
wrote at that date, expressing my dilemma:
A happy vicar I might have been
Two hundred years ago
To preach upon eternal doom
And watch my walnuts grow;

We maim our joys or hide them:
Horses are made of chromium steel
And little fat men shall ride them.
I am the worm who never turned,
The eunuch without a harem;
Between the priest and the commissar
I walk like Eugene Aram;
And the commissar is telling my fortune
While the radio plays,
But the priest has promised an Austin
Seven,
For Duggie always pays.
I dreamt I dwelt in marble halls,
And woke to find it true;
I wasn't born for an age like this;
Was Smith? Was Jones? Were you?
The Spanish war and other events in 193637 turned the scale and thereafter I knew
where I stood. Every line of serious work that
I have written since 1936 has been written,
directly or indirectly, against totalitarianism
and for democratic socialism, as I understand
it. It seems to me nonsense, in a period like
our own, to think that one can avoid writing of
such subjects. Everyone writes of them in one
guise or another. It is simply a question of
which side one takes and what approach one
follows. And the more one is conscious of
one's political bias, the more chance one has
of acting politically without sacrificing one's
aesthetic and intellectual integrity.
What I have most wanted to do throughout
the past ten years is to make political writing
into an art. My starting point is always a
feeling of partisanship, a sense of injustice.
When I sit down to write a book, I do not say
to myself, "I am going to produce a work of
art." I write it because there is some lie that I
want to expose, some fact to which I want to
draw attention, and my initial concern is to get
a hearing. But I could not do the work of
writing a book, or even a long magazine
article, if it were not also an aesthetic
experience. Anyone who cares to examine my
work will see that even when it is downright

But born, alas, in an evil time,
I missed that pleasant haven,
For the hair has grown on my upper lip
And the clergy are all clean-shaven.
And later still the times were good,
We were so easy to please,
We rocked our troubled thoughts to sleep
On the bosoms of the trees.
All ignorant we dared to own
The joys we now dissemble;
The greenfinch on the apple bough
Could make my enemies tremble.
But girl's bellies and apricots,
Roach in a shaded stream,
Horses, ducks in flight at dawn,
All these are a dream.
It is forbidden to dream again;
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propaganda it contains much that a full-time
politician would consider irrelevant. I am not
able, and do not want, completely to abandon
the world view that I acquired in childhood.
So long as I remain alive and well I shall
continue to feel strongly about prose style, to
love the surface of the earth, and to take a
pleasure in solid objects and scraps of useless
information. It is no use trying to suppress that
side of myself. The job is to reconcile my
ingrained likes and dislikes with the
essentially public, non-individual activities
that this age forces on all of us.
It is not easy. It raises problems of
construction and of language, and it raises in a
new way the problem of truthfulness. Let me
give just one example of the cruder kind of
difficulty that arises. My book about the
Spanish civil war, Homage to Catalonia, is of
course a frankly political book, but in the main
it is written with a certain detachment and
regard for form. I did try very hard in it to tell
the whole truth without violating my literary
instincts. But among other things it contains a
long chapter, full of newspaper quotations and
the like, defending the Trotskyists who were
accused of plotting with Franco. Clearly such
a chapter, which after a year or two would lose
its interest for any ordinary reader, must ruin
the book. A critic whom I respect read me a
lecture about it. "Why did you put in all that
stuff?" he said. "You've turned what might
have been a good book into journalism." What
he said was true, but I could not have done
otherwise. I happened to know, what very few
people in England had been allowed to know,
that innocent men were being falsely accused.
If I had not been angry about that I should
never have written the book.
In one form or another this problem comes
up again. The problem of language is subtler
and would take too long to discuss. I will only
say that of late years I have tried to write less
picturesquely and more exactly. In any case I
find that by the time you have perfected any
style of writing, you have always outgrown it.
Animal Farm was the first book in which I
tried, with full consciousness of what I was
doing, to fuse political purpose and artistic

purpose into one whole. I have not written a
novel for seven years, but I hope to write
another fairly soon. It is bound to be a failure,
every book is a failure, but I do know with
some clarity what kind of book I want to
write. Looking back through the last page or
two, I see that I have made it appear as though
my motives in writing were wholly publicspirited. I don't want to leave that as the final
impression. All writers are vain, selfish, and
lazy, and at the very bottom of their motives
there lies a mystery. Writing a book is a
horrible, exhausting struggle, like a long bout
of some painful illness. One would never
undertake such a thing if one were not driven
on by some demon whom one can neither
resist nor understand. For all one knows that
demon is simply the same instinct that makes
a baby squall for attention. And yet it is also
true that one can write nothing readable unless
one constantly struggles to efface one's own
personality. Good prose is like a windowpane.
I cannot say with certainty which of my
motives are the strongest, but I know which of
them deserve to be followed. And looking
back through my work, I see that it is
invariably where I lacked a political purpose
that I wrote lifeless books and was betrayed
into purple passages, sentences without
meaning, decorative adjectives and humbug
generally.

By Joan Didion (1976)
Of course I stole the title for this talk,
from George Orwell. One reason I stole it was
that I like the sound of the words: Why I
Write. There you have three short
unambiguous words that share a sound, and
the sound they share is this:
I
I
I
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
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your mind. It’s an aggressive, even a hostile
act. You can disguise its qualifiers and
tentative subjunctives, with ellipses and
evasions—with the whole manner of
intimating rather than claiming, of alluding
rather than stating—but there’s no getting
around the fact that setting words on paper is
the tactic of a secret bully, an invasion, an
imposition of the writer’s sensibility on the
reader’s most private space.
I stole the title not only because the words
sounded right but because they seemed to sum
up, in a no-nonsense way, all I have to tell
you. Like many writers I have only this one
“subject,” this one “area”: the act of writing. I
can bring you no reports from any other front.
I may have other interests: I am “interested,”
for example, in marine biology, but I don’t
flatter myself that you would come out to hear
me talk about it. I am not a scholar. I am not in
the least an intellectual, which is not to say
that when I hear the word “intellectual” I
reach for my gun, but only to say that I do not
think in abstracts. During the years when I
was an undergraduate at Berkeley I tried, with
a kind of hopeless late-adolescent energy, to
buy some temporary visa into the world of
ideas, to forge for myself a mind that could
deal with the abstract.
In short I tried to think. I failed. My
attention veered inexorably back to the
specific, to the tangible, to what was generally
considered, by everyone I knew then and for
that matter have known since, the peripheral. I
would try to contemplate the Hegelian
dialectic and would find myself concentrating
instead on a flowering pear tree outside my
window and the particular way the petals fell
on my floor. I would try to read linguistic
theory and would find myself wondering
instead if the lights were on in the bevatron up
the hill. When I say that I was wondering if
the lights were on in the bevatron you might
immediately suspect, if you deal in ideas at all,
that I was registering the bevatron as a
political symbol, thinking in shorthand about
the military-industrial complex and its role in
the university community, but you would be
wrong. I was only wondering if the lights were

on in the bevatron, and how they looked. A
physical fact.
I had trouble graduating from Berkeley,
not because of this inability to deal with
ideas—I was majoring in English, and I could
locate the house-and-garden imagery in The
Portrait of a Lady as well as the next person,
“imagery” being by definition the kind of
specific that got my attention—but simply
because I had neglected to take a course in
Milton. I did this. For reasons which now
sound baroque I needed a degree by the end of
that summer, and the English department
finally agreed, if I would come down from
Sacramento every Friday and talk about the
cosmology of Paradise Lost, to certify me
proficient in Milton. I did this. Some Fridays I
took the Greyhound bus, other Fridays I
caught the Southern Pacific’s City of San
Francisco on the last leg of its transcontinental
trip. I can no longer tell you whether Milton
put the sun or the earth at the center of his
universe in Paradise Lost, the central
question of at least one century and a topic
about which I wrote 10,000 words that
summer, but I can still recall the exact
rancidity of the butter in the City of San
Francisco’s dining car, and the way the tinted
windows on the Greyhound bus cast the oil
refineries around Carquinez Straits into a
grayed and obscurely sinister light. In short
my attention was always on the periphery, on
what I could see and taste and touch, on the
butter, and the Greyhound bus. During those
years I was traveling on what I knew to be a
very shaky passport, forged papers: I knew
that I was no legitimate resident in any world
of ideas. I knew I couldn’t think. All I knew
then was what I couldn’t do. All I knew then
was what I wasn’t, and it took me some years
to discover what I was.
Which was a writer.
By which I mean not a “good” writer or a
“bad” writer but simply a writer, a person
whose most absorbed and passionate hours are
spent arranging words on pieces of paper. Had
my credentials been in order I would never
have become a writer. Had I been blessed with
even limited access to my own mind there
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would have been no reason to write. I write
entirely to find out what I’m thinking, what
I’m looking at, what I see and what it means.
What I want and what I fear. Why did the oil
refineries around Carquinez Straits seem
sinister to me in the summer of 1956? Why
have the night lights in the bevatron burned in
my mind for twenty years? What is going on
in these pictures in my mind?
When I talk about pictures in my mind I
am talking, quite specifically, about images
that shimmer around the edges. There used to
be an illustration in every elementary
psychology book showing a cat drawn by a
patient in varying stages of schizophrenia.
This cat had a shimmer around it. You could
see the molecular structure breaking down at
the very edges of the cat: the cat became the
background and the background the cat,
everything interacting, exchanging ions.
People on hallucinogens describe the same
perception of objects. I’m not a schizophrenic,
nor do I take hallucinogens, but certain images
do shimmer for me. Look hard enough, and
you can’t miss the shimmer. It’s there. You
can’t think too much about these pictures that
shimmer. You just lie low and let them
develop. You stay quiet. You don’t talk to
many people and you keep your nervous
system from shorting out and you try to locate
the cat in the shimmer, the grammar in the
picture.
Just as I meant “shimmer” literally I mean
“grammar” literally. Grammar is a piano I
play by ear, since I seem to have been out of
school the year the rules were mentioned. All I
know about grammar is its infinite power. To
shift the structure of a sentence alters the
meaning of that sentence, as definitely and
inflexibly as the position of a camera alters the
meaning of the object photographed. Many
people know about camera angles now, but
not so many know about sentences. The
arrangement of the words matters, and the
arrangement you want can be found in the
picture in your mind. The picture dictates the
arrangement. The picture dictates whether this
will be a sentence with or without clauses, a
sentence that ends hard or a dying-fall

sentence, long or short, active or passive. The
picture tells you how to arrange the words and
the arrangement of the words tells you, or tells
me, what’s going on in the picture. Nota
bene.*
It tells you.
You don’t tell it.
Let me show you what I mean by pictures
in the mind. I began Play It as It Lays just as I
have begun each of my novels, with no notion
of “character” or “plot” or even “incident.” I
had only two pictures in my mind, more about
which later, and a technical intention, which
was to write a novel so elliptical and fast that
it would be over before you noticed it, a novel
so fast that it would scarcely exist on the page
at all. About the picture: the first was of white
space. Empty space. This was clearly the
picture that dictated the narrative intention of
the book—a book in which anything that
happened would happen off the page, a
“white” book to which the reader would have
to bring his or her own bad dreams—and yet
this picture told me no “story,” suggested no
situation. The second picture did. This second
picture was of something actually witnessed.
A young woman with long hair and a short
white halter walks through the casino at the
Riviera in Las Vegas at one in the morning.
She crosses the casino alone and picks up a
house telephone. I watch her because I have
heard her paged, and recognize her name: she
is a minor actress I see around Los Angeles
from time to time, in places like Jax and once
in a gynecologist’s office in the Beverly Hills
Clinic, but have never met. I know nothing
about her. Who is paging her? Why is she here
to be paged? How exactly did she come to
this? It was precisely this moment in Las
Vegas that made Play It as It Lays begin to tell
itself to me, but the moment appears in the
novel only obliquely, in a chapter which
begins:
“Maria made a list of things she would
never do. She would never: walk through
the Sands or Caesar’s alone after
midnight. She would never: ball at a party,
do S-M unless she wanted to, borrow furs
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can see the heat already rising off the tarmac
at 6 A.M. I can feel my skirt damp and
wrinkled on my legs. I can feel the asphalt
stick to my sandals. I remember the big tail of
a Pan American plane floating motionless
down at the end of the tarmac. I remember the
sound of a slot machine in the waiting room. I
could tell you that I remember a particular
woman in the airport, an American woman, a
norteamericana, a think norteamericana about
forty who wore a big square emerald in lieu of
a wedding ring, but there was no such woman
there.
I put this woman in the airport later. I
made this woman up, just as I later made up a
country to put the airport in, and a family to
run the country. This woman in the airport is
neither catching a plane nor meeting one. She
is ordering tea in the airport coffee shop. In
fact she is not simply “ordering” tea but
insisting that the water be boiled, in front of
her, for twenty minutes. Why is this woman in
this airport? Why is she going nowhere, where
has she been? Where did she get that big
emerald? What derangement, or
disassociation, makes her believe that her will
to see the water boiled can possibly prevail?
“She had been going to one airport or
another for four months, one could see it,
looking at the visas on her passport. All those
airports where Charlotte Douglas’s passport
had been stamped would have looked alike.
Sometimes the sign on the tower would say
“Bienvenidos” and sometimes the sign on the
tower would say “Bienvenue,” some places
were wet and hot and others dry and hot, but
at each of these airports the pastel concrete
walls would rust and stain and the swamp off
the runway would be littered with the
fuselages of cannibalized Fairchild F-227’s
and the water would need boiling.
“I knew why Charlotte went to the airport
even if Victor did not.
“I knew about airports.”
These lines appear about halfway through
A Book of Common Prayer, but I wrote them
during the second week I worked on the book,
long before I had any idea where Charlotte
Douglas had been or why she went to airports.

from Abe Lipsey, deal. She would never:
carry a Yorkshire in Beverly Hills.”
That is the beginning of the chapter and
that is also the end of the chapter, which may
suggest what I meant by “white space.”
I recall having a number of pictures in my
mind when I began the novel I just finished, A
Book of Common Prayer. As a matter of fact
one of these pictures was of that bevatron I
mentioned, although I would be hard put to
tell you a story in which nuclear energy
figures. Another was a newspaper photograph
of a hijacked 707 burning on the desert in the
Middle East. Another was the night view from
a room in which I once spent a week with
paratyphoid, a hotel room on the Colombian
coast. My husband and I seemed to be on the
Colombian coast representing the United
States of America at a film festival (I recall
invoking the name “Jack Valenti” a lot, as if
its reiteration could make me well), and it was
a bad place to have fever, not only because my
indisposition offended our hosts but because
every night in this hotel the generator failed.
The lights went out. The elevator stopped. My
husband would go to the event of the evening
and make excuses for me and I would stay
alone in this hotel room, in the dark. I
remember standing at the window trying to
call Bogotá (the telephone seemed to work on
the same principle as the generator) and
watching the night wind come up and
wondering what I was doing eleven degrees
off the equator with a fever of 103. The view
from that window definitely figures in A Book
of Common Prayer, as does the burning 707,
and yet none of these pictures told me the
story I needed.
The picture that did, the picture that
shimmered and made these other images
coalesce, was the Panama airport at 6 A.M. I
was in this airport only once, on a plane to
Bogotá that stopped for an hour to refuel, but
the way it looked that morning remained
superimposed on everything I saw until the
day I finished A Book of Common Prayer. I
lived in that airport for several years. I can
still feel the hot air when I step off the plane,
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the printed word, reaches me through the readervoice.
I have supposed, but never found out, that
this is the case with all readers - to read as
listeners - and with all writers, to write as
listeners. It may be part of the desire to write.
The sound of what falls on the page begins the
process of testing it for truth, for me. Whether I
am right to trust so far I don't know. By now I
don't know whether I could do either one,
reading or writing, without the other.
My own words, when I am at work on a
story, I hear too as they go, in the same voice
that I hear when I read in books. When I write
and the sound of it comes back to my ears, then I
act to make my changes. I have always trusted
this voice.
In that vanished time in small-town Jackson,
Miss., most of the ladies I was familiar with, the
mothers of my friends in the neighborhood, were
busiest when they were sociable. In the
afternoons there was regular visiting up and
down the little grid of residential streets.
Everybody had calling cards, even certain
children; and newborn babies themselves were
properly announced by sending out their tiny
engraved calling cards attached with a pink or
blue bow to those of their parents. Graduation
presents to high school pupils were often ''card
cases.'' On the hall table in every house the first
thing you saw was a silver tray waiting to
receive more calling cards on top of the stack
already piled up like jackstraws; they were never
thrown away.
My mother let none of this idling, as she saw
it, pertain to her; she went her own way with or
without her calling cards, and though she was
fond of her friends and they were fond of her,
she had little time for small talk. At first, I hadn't
known what I'd missed.
When we at length bought our first
automobile, one of our neighbors was often
invited to go with us on the family Sunday
afternoon ride. In Jackson it was counted an
affront to the neighbors to start out for anywhere
with an empty seat in the car. My mother sat in
the back with her friend, and I'm told that as a
small child I would ask to sit in the middle, and
say as we started off, ''Now talk.''
There was dialogue throughout this lady's
accounts to my mother. ''I said. . . .'' ''He said. . .

Until I wrote these lines I had no character
called “Victor” in mind: the necessity for
mentioning a name, and the name “Victor,”
occurred to me as I wrote the sentence. I knew
why Charlotte went to the airport sounded
incomplete. I knew why Charlotte went to the
airport even if Victor did not carried a little
more narrative drive. Most important of all,
until I wrote these lines I did not know who
“I” was, who was telling the story. I had
intended until then that the “I” be no more
than the voice of the author, a nineteenthcentury omniscient narrator. But there it was:
“I knew why Charlotte went to the airport
even if Victor did not.
“I knew about airports.”
This “I” was the voice of no author in my
house. This “I” was someone who not only
knew why Charlotte went to the airport but
also knew someone called “Victor.” Who was
Victor? Who was this narrator? Why was this
narrator telling me this story? Let me tell you
one thing about why writers write: had I
known the answer to any of these questions I
would never have needed to write a novel.
First published in the New York Times
Book Review 5 December 1976.

By Eudora Welty
(New York Times, October 9, 1983)

Eudora Welty is the author of the 1972
Pulitzer Prize-winning novel, ''The
Optimist's Daughter,'' and many other
novels and short stories.

Since being read to and after, when I began
reading to myself, there has never been a line
read that I didn't hear. As my eyes followed the
sentence, a voice was saying it silently to me. It
isn't my mother's voice, or the voice of any
person I can identify, certainly not my own. It is
human, but inward, and it is inwardly that I
listen to it. It is to me the voice of the story or
the poem itself. The cadence, whatever it is that
asks you to believe, the feeling that resides in
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.'' ''And I'm told she very plainly said. . . .'' ''It
was midnight before they finally heard, and
what do you think it was?'' What I loved about
her stories was that everything happened in
scenes. I might not catch on to what the root of
the trouble was in all that happened, but my ear
told me it was dramatic. Often she said, ''The
crisis had come!''
This same lady was one of Mother's callers
on the telephone who always talked a long time.
I knew who it was when my mother would only
reply, now and then, ''Well, I declare,'' or ''You
don't say so,'' or ''Surely not.'' She'd be standing
at the wall telephone, listening against her will,
and I'd sit on the stairs close by her. Our
telephone had a little bar set into the handle
which had to be pressed and held down to keep
the connection open, and when her friend had
said goodbye, my mother needed me to pry her
fingers loose from the little bar; her grip had
become paralyzed. ''What did she say?'' I asked.
''She wasn't saying a thing in this world,''
sighed my mother. ''She was just ready to talk,
that's all.''
My mother was right. Years later, beginning
with my story ''Why I Live at the P.O.,'' I wrote
reasonably often in the form of a monologue that
takes possession of the speaker. How much
more gets told besides!
This lady told everything in her sweet,
marveling voice, and meant every word of it
kindly. She enjoyed my company perhaps even
more than my mother's. She invited me to catch
her doodlebugs; under the trees in her backyard
were dozens of their holes. When you stuck a
broom-straw down one and called, ''Doodlebug,
doodlebug, your house is on fire and all your
children are burning up,'' she believed this is
why the doodlebug came running out of the
hole. This was why I loved to call up her
doodlebugs instead of ours. My mother could
never have told me her stories, and I think I
knew why even then: My mother didn't believe
them. But I could listen to this murmuring lady
all day. She believed everything she heard, like
the doodlebug. And so did I.
This was a day when ladies' and children's
clothes were very often made at home. My
mother cut out all the dresses and her little boys'
rompers and a sewing woman would come and
spend the day upstairs in the sewing room fitting

and stitching them all. This was Fannie. This old
black sewing woman, along with her speed and
dexterity, brought a great provision of up- tothe-minute news. She spent her life going from
family to family in town and worked right in the
family's bosom, and nothing could stop her. My
mother would try, while I stood being pinned up.
''Fannie, I'd rather Eudora didn't hear that.''
''That'' would be just what I was longing to hear,
whatever it was. ''I don't want her exposed to
gossip'' - as if gossip were measles and I could
catch it. I did catch some of it but not enough.
''Mrs. O'Neil's oldest daughter she had her
wedding dress tried on, and all her fine
underclothes featherstitched and ribbon run in
and then -'' ''I think that will do, Fannie,'' said my
mother. It was tantalizing never to be exposed
long enough to hear the end.
Fannie was the worldliest old woman to be
imagined. She could do whatever her hands
were doing without having to stop talking; and
she could speak in a wonderfully derogatory
way with any number of pins stuck in her
mouth. Her hands steadied me like claws as she
stumped on her knees around me, tacking me
together. The gist of her tale would be lost on
me, but Fannie didn't bother about the ear she
was telling it to; she just liked telling. She was
like an author. In fact, for a good deal of what
she said, I daresay she was the author.
LONG before I wrote stories, I listened for
stories. Listening for them is something more
acute than listening to them. I suppose it's an
early form of participation in what goes on.
Listening children know stories are there. When
their elders sit and begin, children are just
waiting and hoping for one to come out, like a
mouse from its hole.
It was taken entirely for granted that there
wasn't any lying in our family, and I was
advanced in adolescence before I realized that in
plenty of homes where I played with
schoolmates and went to their parties, children
lied to their parents and parents lied to their
children and to each other. It took me a long
time to realize that these very same everyday
lies, and the stratagems and jokes and tricks and
dares that went with them, were in fact the basis
of the scenes I so well loved to hear about and
hoped for and treasured in the conversation of
adults.
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My instinct - the dramatic instinct - was to
lead me eventually on the right track for a
storyteller: The scene was full of hints, pointers,
suggestions and promises of things to find out
and know about human beings.
I had to grow up and learn to listen for the
unspoken as well as the spoken - and to know a
truth. I also had to recognize a lie.
It was when my mother came out onto the
sleeping porch to tell me goodnight that her trial
came. The sudden silence in the double bed
meant my younger brothers had both keeled over
in sleep, and I in the single bed at my end of the
porch would be lying electrified, waiting for this
to be the night when she'd tell me what she'd
promised for so long. Just as she bent to kiss me
I grabbed her and asked: ''Where do babies come
from?''
My poor mother! But something saved her
every time. Almost any night I put the baby
question to her, suddenly, as if the whole
outdoors exploded, Professor Holt would start to
sing. The Clark Holts lived next door; he taught
penmanship (the Palmer Method), typing,
bookkeeping and shorthand at the high school.
His excitable voice traveled out of their dining
room windows across the two driveways
between our houses, and up to our upstairs
sleeping porch. His wife, usually so quiet and
gentle, was his uncannily spirited accompanist at
the piano. ''High-ho! Come to the Fair!'' he'd
sing, unless he sang ''Oho ye oho ye, who's
bound for the ferry, the briar's in bud and the
sun's going down!''
''Dear, this isn't a very good time for you to
hear Mother, is it?''
She couldn't get started. As soon as she'd
whisper something, Professor Holt galloped into
the chorus, ''And 'tis but a penny to Twickenham
town!'' ''Isn't that enough?'' she'd ask me. She'd
told me that the mother and the father had to
both want the baby. This couldn't be enough. I
knew she was not trying to fib to me, for she
never did fib, but also I could not help but know
she was not really telling me. And more than
that, I was afraid of what I was going to hear
next. This was partly because she wanted to tell
me in the dark. I thought she might be afraid. In
something like childish hopelessness I thought
she probably couldn't tell, just as she couldn't lie.

On the night we came the closest to having
it over with, she started to tell me without being
asked, and I ruined it by yelling, ''Mother, look
at the lightning bugs!''
IN those days, the dark was dark. And all
the dark out there was filled with the soft, near
lights of lightning bugs. They were everywhere,
flashing on the slow, horizontal move, on the
upswings, rising and subsiding in the soundless
dark. Lightning bugs signaled and answered
back without a stop, from down below all the
way to the top of our sycamore tree. My mother
just gave me a businesslike kiss and went on
back to Daddy in their room at the front of the
house. Distracted by lightning bugs, I had
missed my chance. The fact is she never did tell
me.
I doubt that any child I knew ever was told
by her mother any more than I was about babies.
In fact, I doubt that her own mother ever told her
any more than she told me, though there were
five brothers who were born after Mother, one
after the other, and she was taking care of babies
all her childhood.
Not being able to bring herself to open that
door to reveal its secret, one of those days, she
opened another door.
In my mother's bottom bureau drawer in her
bedroom she kept some treasures of hers in
boxes, and had given me permission to play with
one of them - a switch of her own chestnutcolored hair, kept in a heavy bright braid that
coiled around like a snake inside a cardboard
box. I hung it from her doorknob and unplaited
it; it fell in ripples nearly to the floor, and it
satisfied the Rapunzel in me to comb it out. But
one day I noticed in the same drawer a small
white cardboard box such as her engraved
calling cards came in from the printing house. It
was tightly closed, but I opened it, to find to my
puzzlement and covetousness two polished
buffalo nickels, embedded in white cotton. I
rushed with this opened box to my mother and
asked if I could run out and spend the nickels.
''No!'' she exclaimed in a most passionate
way. She seized the box into her own hands. I
begged her; somehow I had started to cry. Then
she sat down, drew me to her, and told me that I
had had a little brother who had come before I
did, and who had died as a baby before I was
born. And these two nickels that I'd wanted to
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claim as my find were his. They had lain on his
eyelids, for a purpose untold and unimaginable.
''He was a fine little baby, my first baby, and he
shouldn't have died. But he did. It was because
your mother almost died at the same time,'' she
told me. ''In looking after me, they forgot about
the little baby.''
She'd told me the wrong secret - not how
babies could come but how they could die, how
they could be forgotten about.
I wondered in after years: How could my
mother have kept those two coins? Yet how
could someone like herself have disposed of
them in any way at all? She suffered from a
morbid streak which in all the life of the family
reached out on occasions - the worst occasions and touched us, clung around us, making it
worse for her; her unbearable moments could
find nowhere to go.
The future story writer in the child I was
must have taken unconscious note and stored it
away then:
One secret is liable to be revealed in the
place of another that is harder to tell, and the
substitute secret, when nakedly exposed, is often
the more appalling.
Perhaps telling me what she did was made
easier for my mother by the two secrets, told and
still not told, being connected in her deepest
feeling, more intimately than anyone ever knew,
perhaps even herself. So far as I remember now,
this is the only time this baby was ever
mentioned in my presence. So far as I can
remember, and I've tried, he was never
mentioned in the presence of my father, for
whom he had been named. I am only certain that
my father, who could never bear pain very well,
would not have been able to bear it.
It was my father (my mother told me at
some later date) who saved her own life, after
that baby was born. She had in fact been given
up by the doctor, as she had long been unable to
take any nourishment. (That was the illness
when they'd cut her hair, which formed the
switch in the same bureau drawer.) What had
struck her was septicemia, in those days nearly
always fatal. What my father did was to try
champagne.
I once wondered where he, who'd come not
very long before from an Ohio farm, had ever
heard of such a remedy, such a measure. Or

perhaps as far as he was concerned he invented
it, out of the strength of desperation. It would
have been desperation augmented because
champagne couldn't be bought in Jackson. But
somehow he knew what to do about that too. He
telephoned to Canton, 40 miles north, to an
Italian orchard grower, Mr. Trolio, told him the
necessity, and asked, begged, that he put a bottle
of his wine in Number 3, which was due in a
few minutes to stop in Canton to ''take on water''
(my father knew everything about train
schedules). My father would be waiting to meet
the train in Jackson. Mr. Trolio did - he sent the
bottle in a bucket of ice and my father snatched
it off the baggage car. He offered my mother a
glass of chilled champagne and she drank it and
kept it down. She was to live, after all.
Now, her hair was long again, it would reach
in a braid down her back, and now I was her
child. She hadn't died. And when I came, I
hadn't died either. Would she ever? Would I
ever? I couldn't face ever. I must have rushed
into her lap, demanding her like a baby. And she
had to put her firstborn aside again, for me.
Of course it's easy to see why they both
overprotected me, why my father, before I could
wear a new pair of shoes for the first time, made
me wait while he took out his thin silver
pocketknife and with the point of the blade
scored the polished soles all over, carefully, in a
diamond pattern, to prevent me from sliding on
the polished floor when I ran.
AS I was to learn over and over again, my
mother's mind was a mass of associations.
Whatever happened would be forever paired for
her with something that had happened before it,
to one of us or to her. It became a private
anniversary. Every time any possible harm came
near me, she thought of how she lost her first
child. When a Roman candle at Christmas
backfired up my sleeve, she rushed to smother
the blaze with the first thing she could grab,
which was a dish towel hanging in the kitchen,
and the burn on my arm became infected. I was
nothing but proud of my sling, for I could wear
it to school, and her repeated blaming of herself
- for even my sling - puzzled and troubled me.
When my mother would tell me that she
wanted me to have something because she as a
child had never had it, I wanted, or I partly
wanted, to give it back. All my life I continued
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to feel that bliss for me would have to imply my
mother's deprivation or sacrifice. I don't think it
would have occurred to her what a double
emotion I felt, and indeed I know that it was
being unfair to her, for what she said was simply
the truth.
''I'm going to let you go to the Century
Theater with your father tonight on my ticket. I'd
rather you saw 'Blossom Time' than go myself.''
In the Century first row balcony, where their
seats always were, I'd be sitting beside my father
at this hour beyond my bedtime, carried totally
away by the performance, and then suddenly the
thought of my mother staying home with my
brothers, missing the spectacle at this moment
before my eyes, and doing without all the
excitement and wonder that filled my being,
would arrest me and I could hardly bear my
pleasure for my guilt.
There is no wonder that a passion for
independence sprang up in me at the earliest age.
It took me a long time to manage the
independence, for I loved those who protected
me - and I wanted inevitably to protect them
back. I have never managed to handle the guilt.
In the act and the course of writing stories, these
are two of the springs, one bright, one dark, that
feed the stream.
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