ON BECOMING AN
EXCELLENT REWRITER

“’m not a very good writer, but 'm an excellent rewriter.”
—James Michener

Here’s another bit of advice, simple but true: If you want to
succeed as a writer, you must learn not only to revise, but
to revise with vigor.

Just as successful painters work tirelessly on individual
pbrushstrokes and the many other subtle techniques of oil
painting or watercolor, and tennis stars work on backhand,
forehand, ground stroke, volley, and lob, writers must work
constantly to refine their word choice, sentence variety,
paragraph structure, voice, persona—well, all of it.

Consider this advice from Mary Karr, author of the best-
selling memoirs The Liar’s Club and Lit:

The truth is when | went to graduate school |
would’ve said | was among the least talented of
the students, | was certainly the least smart, or
less educated. But | worked very hard. | worked
very hard on these books, and one of the things
| do is | rewrite, and rethink and reconsider. One
reason | think people don’t change things a lot
is, | say to myself, is that true? Can | say that? Is
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that right? And if | don’t feel 100 percent certain
that | can [ really try not to put it in.

So, if Mary Karr and James Michener only succeed by tire-
less rewriting, then who are we to try to do otherwise?

About Vigorous Revision

Most important is to first be sure that you understand the
difference between copyediting and revision.

Imagine that your essay—maybe the third draft—is a
living room in your suburban home, and you have decided
to remodel that living room to make it into the best pos-
sible space it can be for relaxing and entertaining. Would
you merely dust the end tables, adjust the angle of the lamp
shades, and fluff up the sofa pillows? Well you might, but
you wouldn’t properly call that remodeling.

Likewise, trying to “revise” your essay by doing little
more than correcting a few misplaced modifiers and sharp-
ening up your sentence structure—while not wasted effort—
is not revision, it is copyediting. And it is not enough.

What is required, if your essay and your writing skills
are going to improve by leaps and bounds, is a total recon-
sideration of each and every element of your essay.

Let us return to that living room metaphor. If you are
serious about remodeling, what you really need to do is to
move each and every piece of furniture out onto the front
lawn, roll up the area rugs, take the pictures down from the
wall, perhaps even dismantle the outdated lighting fixtures,
and then, on a case by case basis, decide what returns to the
room and where it will be situated. ,

Sometimes a favorite table has to be left out on the curb
for recycling, because it just doesn’t fit anymore; maybe
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some new furniture is purchased (a new scene is written);
perhaps the walls are painted a new color (voice or point-
of-view shifts); or maybe all of the furniture is returned to
the room but in a radically different configuration. What’s
important is that nothing goes back inside the metaphorical
living room until and unless the remodeling homeowner
makes the conscious choice that it belongs.

So, in a true revision of an essay, the same principle
holds: Nothing remains in your essay—not the opening
scene, not the funny anecdote in the middle, not your el-
egant closing paragraph—unless it serves the purpose of
the essay that is taking shape on the page.

When to Revise

The truth is that most of us are constantly revising. We
sound out the sentences in our head before we type them
out onto the keyboard, and often we rearrange those very
words a little as we stop to think what comes next. I've been
known to revise sentences as I'm walking out to the garden
to get lettuce and tomato for my lunch salad. A surprising
number of writers report that they rewrite sentences and
passages while in the shower. Maybe it’s something about
the water.

But vigorous revision—the stopping to move each piece
of furniture out onto the lawn and deciding whether it re-
ally belongs—should come when your essay is beginning to
reach some sense of cohesion. By that I mean that your essay,
around the third or fourth draft, may be turning itself into
something very different than the essay which you started.
(Remember the idea that we don’t really know our thoughts
or feelings until we discover them in the act of writing?) It
is not uncommon for me to be six or seven full drafts into
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an essay before I realize, “Aha, that’s what this essay is go-

ing to be about.”

After you start to see this central theme of your essay
arise, what I like to call the magnetic core toward which
each and every element of the essay is invisibly attracted,
you should have that serious remodeling session.

Yes, the essay can meander, and yes, sometimes the wan-
dering tangent is one of the most pleasurable parts of the
essay for the reader, but each and every moment of the essay
must still connect, even the digressions. When you think you
see the core—for instance, this essay is about the loneliness
I felt for years after the death of my brother, or this essay
is looking at how country people relate differently to their
neighbors than do city folk—then you can look at each and
every sentence, paragraph, scene, and moment of reflection
to see if it somehow reflects back to this magnetic center.

Have you ever read a work where everything seemed

to fall magically into place, as if the thoughts that followed
one upon another were inevitable, almost perfect in their se-
quence? Well trust me, the author’s first draft was probably
a jumbled mess of false starts and half-finished thoughts.
That sense of inevitability and graceful perfection in the
work came about because the writer you were reading
struggled and struggled to find the perfect balance, never
settling for less than the perfect note.

Listen to what essayist and short story writer Heather

Sellers has said about revision:

With each new version, | learn more about.the
truth of the piece, so | know which one to pick,
which one is right, even if it's an early draft. Learn-
ing is a series of little improvements punctuated
by many, many, many terrible disasters.
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Or if that isn’t strong enough for you, listen here to one of

America’s greatest writers, the immortal Mark Twain:

The time to begin writing an article is when you
have finished it to your satisfaction. By that time
you begin to clearly and logically perceive what
it is you really want to say.

Revising in Stages: The T.A. Approach

Another way of looking at revision, suggested to me years
ago by the novelist and essayist David Bradley, has its roots
in psychologist Eric Berne’s ideas on Transactional Analysis,
and his famous “parent adult child” theory.

Essentially, we all have three modes of thinking, de-
scribed below, at our disposal.

The Child

The child is in the moment. He is fully engaged in seeing,
hearing, feeling. Give a child a hunk of clay, and he will
begin pushing on it, squeezing it, forming a ball, and then
a snake, and then an elephant with a long, curly trunk, and
he won’t ask why. He is just absorbed in the doing.

The Adult
The adult does ask why, and makes logical choices. That
hunk of clay needs to have a purpose, or why continue push-

ing at it?

The Parent
This is our ingrained voice of authority, absorbed from what

was said to us repeatedly by parents and teachers when we
were young. This is the (often shaming or critical) voice that
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suggests, “That looks more like a potato with a tail than it
does an elephant,” or “You just aren’t good enough on the
pottery wheel, and these vases will probably never earn
you a dime.”

If any psychologists are reading here, I admit to a loose,
inelegant paraphrase of the more complex theory, but what
I've said above is all you need to know in order to under-
stand how this relates to writing.

When you begin a project, begin it with the Child at-
titude, pushing words around on the page, trying out ideas,
doing those things that your fifth-grade writing teacher told
you never to do, just to see what develops. Sentence frag-
ment? Hey, it doesn’t matter, as long as you are having fun.
Allowing the Parent voice to enter into the process too soon
is a form of writer’s block and can shut down the enterprise
entirely. You need to be open to any option, with almost no
goal in mind.

At some point however, the writer does need to allow
the Adult to enter the discussion. “Okay,” that Adult internal
voice may suggest, “what exactly are you up to here? Is this
an essay, a piece of memaoir, a spiritual travelogue? Who do
I think will read this? What do they need to know about me
and my experience to even follow my thoughts?” This more
directive mode of thinking about the writing at hand may
occur maybe three or five drafts into a project and continue
through multiple additional drafts. It is highly useful to ask
these sorts of questions at the appropriate time.

The Parent voice, however, should be held at bay until the
very end of the process of writing and revision. The Parent
voice is the one most likely to criticize, make you feel inad-
equate, or point out what'’s expected of you in society. This
voice might ask, “Are you going to let everyone at church
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see you in that faded blouse?” or “Why can’t you be like your
sister Louise? She always writes tantalizing metaphors.”

Comments like these—TI'll call them confidence destroyers—
aren’t useful, of course, at least not when expressed so nega-
tively. But if you turn those questions around, they do be-
come helpful. At the very end of writing and revising, just
at the moment when you are about to print your essay and
put it in an envelope for the magazine you have chosen as
the best possible market, or just before you submit it to your
writing group, or post it on your blog, ask yourself, “Is every
sentence polished, crisp, and exactly what I want to say?”
and “Are my metaphors fresh, clear, and accurate? Each and
every one?”

Each of these three aspects of yourself—childish wonder,
adult logic, and parental concern—are gifts you can use to make
your writing stronger. The trick, you see, is all in the timing.
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