
THE CREATIVE MIND AT WORK1

Pearl S. Buck
It is certainly presumption to take as a subject today the cre-

ative mind and try to show how it works as it struggles to fulfill
and express itself. It is something like choosing to speak of the
universe and how it functions, or to tell of the winds and how
they blow. The universe is full of everything, the winds blow as
they will, and so it is with the creative mind. For in a sense ev-
ery mind is creative. There is no such thing as a normal and at
the same time noncreative human brain. Give anyone a little
freedom of choice, a little leisure, a little chance to choose ma-
terials, and some sort of creative act begins. The result may be
important to the world, or it may not be. It matters very little, if
it is the mind we are studying, whether the result is valuable or
not. At least, it is not the result but the process of producing
that result in which I am interested today. How do minds work
when they are creating?

But, again, obviously it is absurd to talk about minds, which
vary as much as matter varies. There must be some sort of clas-
sification of minds. They may, then, be divided into two large
and very general groups. The first includes those minds which
exert  their  creative  powers  primarily  upon  arrangement  and
classification  and  do  not  change  intrinsically  the  material
which they arrange and classify. These minds find creative sat-
isfaction in  ordering,  in  patterning,  in  making clear  relation-
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ships between entities which they accept as basic. Such minds
like to do arithmetic in school,  they like crossword puzzles,
they are our bridge experts. They like to organize committees
and clubs and social  work and they are nearly always to be
found in solid citizens and pillars of the church, and the United
States Senate is doubtless full of them. In short, we certainly
could not live without them. The hungry would not be fed, the
children  would  not  be  sent  to  school,  the  Republican  party
would cease to exist and doubtless the nation would fall.

Then there is the second group, a much smaller group, out
of which have come at once some of our weakest and our best
minds. Here is a very motley crowd indeed; certainly in it there
are far fewer respectable and dependable citizens than in the
first group. Here are the incorrigible explorers who go off and
leave their families years on end, creative scientists who spend
their lives pottering over obscure and cloudy test tubes, poets,
painters, musicians, idlers, a few criminals, some half-insane
people,  many ne’er-do-wells,  same of  those people  in  every
community who never quite fit and never do what we call “set-
tle down,” people who go up in the stratosphere or down in the
bathysphere, dreamers and wanderers generally, great philoso-
phers, the boldest of our religious leaders, some fanatics, many
actors, and very certainly most writers, except writers of detec-
tive  stories,  who  may  be  classed  with  makers  of  crossword
puzzles.
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All these people have minds that do not care primarily for
the classification or organization of their material.  Their cre-
ative processes deal directly with the material itself—the orga-
nization is secondary. The material is the thing, and they create
their own material. To them nothing has inviolable entity, there
is nothing that cannot be changed. The material need not even
be there at all in reality. If  it is not there they create it almost
entire. In a word, the mind in the first group creates through
patterning  into  certain  designs  static  material;  in  the  second
group the mind deals directly with material, making or chang-
ing it, and out of the material itself evolving a natural and even
inevitable pattern.

Even so divided, the creative mind is still far too large and
heterogeneous for study within the limits of time and space. I
shall, therefore, throw arbitrarily aside all the other, and per-
haps to many people the more interesting types of this kind of
creative mind, and write of the one with which I am most fa-
miliar, namely, the creative mind as found in the novelist—al-
ways excepting, let me say, the detective novelist, whom I do
not understand.

Of course,  quite  obviously,  the  creative mind is  born not
made. When a being first begins to stir in the darkness of pre-
natal life it is already determined into which of these two clas-
sifications the mind will be born. Not all the environment in the
world can change us after birth. Our own peculiar mixture of
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ancestors,  the  mixture  which  each  of  us  is,  was  determined
when our individual stir  began. The most favorable environ-
ment, the most creative parent or teacher, cannot make any of
us be born into the second classification if we have been born
into the first,  or vice versa. We mutually exclude each other
and in more ways than one.

If the creative mind is one which makes its own materials, it
has obviously to have certain tools with which to work, certain
qualifications in a superlative degree if it is to produce superla-
tive results. In the case of the novelist these tools must be na-
tive and inherent, and again part of that prenatal mixture. He
cannot buy them or achieve them after birth. These tools may
be called powers, and they are, generally speaking, four—the
power  of  observation,  the  power  of  emotion,  the  power  of
imagination, and the power of expression. The first three pow-
ers have directly to do with the creation and changing of mate-
rial, and the fourth with making its pattern. The proportion is
about  correct—three-fourths  for  material  and  one-fourth  for
pattern.

These words, observation, emotion, imagination, expression,
are of course very familiar ones, and are used in all sorts of
ways—very tightly because they are large words and compre-
hend a great deal and may be used in many ways. But here let
their use be limited by using them as powers which the novelist
possesses in greater or less degree. Depending upon how rich
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his prenatal mixture has been. Again, he cannot develop them
beyond the capacity born in him. He may become skilled, but
only so far as these powers in him allow— if they be weak, he
will never be very skilled, or, in his way as a novelist, what we
call very great. Or if one power is stronger than another, and it
often is, he will be somewhat one-sided in his work. We have
such novelists as Dickens, who had in high degree observation,
in  high degree  imagination,  in  great  degree  emotion,  and in
some degree expression. The result is the works of Dickens,
bursting with living people whom he observed and felt,  and
with dead people whom he imagined intellectually, and throb-
bing with emotions which he felt, and all of it rather weakly
plotted into a rich profusion of words. Or we have Walter Scott,
weak in observation, strong in imagination, weak in emotion,
partly strong in expression, and we have his works, a great deal
of adventure, a few live people, little feeling, and very clear
patterns carefully and rather sparely expressed.

Or,  to  come down to  modern times,  we have  Walpole in
England, who is essentially the Dickensian mixture; Galswor-
thy, whose mixture was almost perfect and who lacked not pro-
portion between the powers but some degree of each, so that
the  mixture  was  not  rich  enough;  Virginia  Woolf,  in  whom
imagination and expression so far outweigh the powers of ob-
servation and emotion that the result is strange and often ill-
balanced; and in our own country William Faulkner, who has
her mixture but used in entirely different fields: Ruth Suckow,
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who has observation and emotion and expression and is weak
in imagination; Thornton Wilder, who has imagination and is
weak in emotion and weak in observation and very strong in-
deed in expression; Willa Cather, who has the same mixture in
greater degree, and so on.

But I am not interested just now in the proportion of these
powers in the well-known and beloved novelists of our day or
of other days. I am interested in how these powers work—how
the mind which possesses them uses them. I have purposely put
these powers into a certain order—observation, emotion, imag-
ination, and expression—because this is commonly the order in
which the novelist uses them. It is quite true that he may not be
conscious that he does so. He may begin a given piece of work
on the inspiration, for instance, of a certain emotion strong in
him at that time, and he may have emotion as his primary tool.
Yet before he can begin really to use it he must go back into his
storehouse of things and people and places he has observed and
choose that which most truly expresses his emotion. Whatever
the novelist does, therefore, he uses first his power of observa-
tion. He uses observation before he uses imagination, for even
imagination is  based,  however  remotely,  on things sometime
observed.  We cannot  imagine music if  we have never  heard
somewhere a note of music; we cannot imagine love if we have
not even in a poor feeble way experienced some sort of love,
whether positively through experience or negatively through its
lack. How-ever far imagination flies, it must have some start-
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ing point from which to fly. Even the eagle near the sun has
sometime left the earth.

How does the creative novelist observe? The power of ob-
servation in him is as native as the power of breathing, of eat-
ing, of sleeping, of all his natural functions. He can no more
keep from observing than he can keep from any of these. He
does not consciously observe, not if he really has this power. A
mind weak in this power may seek to strengthen itself,  may
consciously say, “I must go out and see what the sort of people
I am writing about are really like.” But I am now presupposing
for purposes of examination the ideal novelist mind, the novel-
ist mind which has in perfect proportion and richness the four
powers he needs—the genius as novelist,  an imaginary crea-
ture, the perfect novelist, who exists no more than exists the
perfect man or woman. Such a one, I repeat, does not go out to
observe and to collect his material. His material is everywhere
—anywhere he happens to wake up, anywhere he happens to
be or live, whether he is happy or unhappy.

I am always amused by those careful writers who say. “Such
and such is my field—I had better stay in it,” or those parsimo-
nious critics who cry, “He is out of his field.” The novelist’s
field is the world, if he be large enough for it, and humanity is
his material, He need not be afraid, if he be great enough, to
wander where he will, to find his awn folk anywhere. If he is
too small, if he be weak in one of the essential powers, then in-
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deed let him be careful to stay within the scope of his weak-
ness, lest his work lack grievously and so fail entirely. But that
is his private lack, and he will lack there in all he does, how-
ever long he stays behind his fence. The best he can do is to
hide the lack as well as he can and choose subjects where he
can exercise a power in which he is more able.

For the novelist is limited only by his likes and dislikes. If
he has prejudices for or against certain places or people he is
not able to observe them as they really are. He may love them
so well that he becomes sentimental or he may hate them so
much that  he ts  embittered,  and either  quality  is  a fault  and
mars his work. Or he may suffer from that vague nostalgia, left
perhaps from childhood, and with which we are all familiar, the
longing for a particular town or house or hillside or valley, or a
circle of people who once sheltered us. George Eliot went thus
hampered all her days, writing lovingly and yet truly in Adam
Bede and The Mill on the Floss and turning cold and lifeless for
all her brilliance in Romola. There are very great novelists who
do not see all they might because their minds are hedged about
by certain habits of life and certain attitudes of mind, certain
theories of life. Sinclair Lewis is in our own times a very fair
example of this. To every person and every subject he brings an
attitude which is nothing less than a thesis, predetermined. He
sees through that thesis as through a pair of colored spectacles.
His work, however brilliant and valuable it is, is tinged with
the same invariable purple hue.
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Our ideal creative novelist  has no thesis. He neither likes
nor dislikes persons, and he loves enormously people. To him
men and women are not good or bad, not white or black or red
or yellow. They need never be excused or prosecuted, neither
praised nor blamed. They exist and have the right to exist as
they are and they are intrinsically worth seeing and knowing in
all their nature. And the creator regards them first as people,
and not primarily as material for his books. See a novelist who
is on the search for story material and looks at every person
and incident with a speculative eye, and you will see a second-
rate novelist. For such a one is not really observing. He may
write photographically and even accurately, but he will never
write greatly and truly. There is only one way really to observe,
and that is to observe by living. To observe by watching, by
standing aside, is never to understand what is seen. The novel-
ist is compelled by his very nature to become inexorably in-
volved in the scene before he can create from it. Otherwise the
mind may know, but it does not comprehend. It may see Venice
and know Venice, but it will not comprehend Venice. It may re-
port  Venice  a  city  of  charm and magic,  but  it  will  not  feel
Venice, that strange city slipping slowly into the sea, its beauty
phosphorescent  with  decadence,  whose  very  waters  upon
which the people feed are evil with excrement, whose founda-
tions  are  moldering beneath the stained marble facades.  The
true observing mind never sees merely the picturesque, it can-
not feed upon a guidebook. It is restless until it penetrates into
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the very heart, until it can understand why, until it feels the uni-
versal relationships, the laws of being by which wholly inco-
herent,  unrelated materials  become shaped into living organ-
isms.

Such observation cannot be recorded in any notebook. It is
imprinted indelibly upon the heart. It is a part of the life. The
creative mind, therefore, by its very power of observation actu-
ally shares in all the life it observes. Its material observed is its
material lived. It lives wherever it happens to be, every hour of
the day, and as it lives it observes, always unconsciously. The
conscious observer is the writer of guidebooks and travel books
and tales. The great creative novels are not written out of such
observations. They are written out of depths felt. And the cre-
ative mind feels as quickly as it observes. It is inexorably sensi-
tive. Nothing is coldly observed. It stores up memories of faces
seen, of voices heard, not knowing that it does. But the reason
it stores them is that with every such sight and sound there is a
flash of feeling—”See that man’s face! Ah, he is suffering!” —
and a throb of pain stings the heart  and the face is stamped
upon the mind. A woman’s scolding voice snarls out of a tene-
ment house and the ear catches it and the heart winces—what
would it be to live with that voice day in and day out? The eye
sees  a  weary,  rebellious  man,  sullen  children—ah,  but  what
made the voice like that? What set the voice into such notes?
What privation, what agony, what daily, dreary poverty? The
heart  winces.  The ear catches a girl’s  laughter and the heart
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laughs, and the eve searches the girl’s face eagerly. What is the
joy that set her laughing? It is more than laughter. It is all hu-
man joy, a little beam from the world’s store of joy, and the cre-
ative mind shares in it because it is a part of everything. The
heart laughs.

The creative mind, then, if it be a mind at leisure from itself,
and it cannot create otherwise, observes as it lives and lives as
it observes. It does not draw apart from life, for if it does, it be-
gins to die. It gathers prodigally to itself experience, not the
false artificial experience of a person who sets out to see and to
do for the sake of getting experience, but the deep experience
of the person who shirks no part of life, whether it is fulfill-
ment or deprivation—for to be deprived is also experience to
him who follows eagerly every possibility for further life, who
explores, who makes the most of every human relationship, to
whom nothing is passing and casual, who is not afraid to weep
or to let the heart break and who laughs without shame any-
where, who is merry as a child and holds back nothing of him-
self from anyone or any hour.

The truly creative novelist, then, is of course far more than a
teller of tales. A good teller of tales is the serial writer of our
day. There are a half dozen names I might give you, very valu-
able  and beloved names,  whose  stories  the  people  love  and
love rightly, because a good storyteller is to be honored. He
brings to everyday life romance and action.  He gives us the
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fairy tales so many of us have never outgrown. Between the
pages of the popular magazines there are to be found the im-
possible happy endings for which we cannot quite stop hoping.
If life does not give them to us, if our lives do not have them,
then  we  escape  into  the  lives  of  the  fairy  princes  and
princesses, always young and beautiful, whom love and wealth,
however they pass us by, always discover.

Yet the mere storyteller, I repeat, is not a creative mind. He
is inventive, he may be mechanically skillful, but he is not cre-
ative because he does not  feel. It is quite true that the gift of
storytelling is invaluable as a quality possessed by the really
creative novelist. If he has the capacity to comprehend, to feel,
to express, and the narrative gift as well, then he will inevitably
become one of the few very great. But some first-rate creative
writers have been quite without this narrative power, and still
they are great because of their capacity to comprehend life by
feeling it.

We can easily see, then, where emotion comes in. For obser-
vation without emotion is perhaps scientific observation. But it
is not creative observation. The botanist may have need of it
but the novelist has not. The real novelist only truly observes
what he can feel, and when he tries to write about what he has
seen and not felt his work is dead. The two are so intermingled
that one cannot separate them.
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It may seem that here is an impossible demand upon this
creative mind. The creative mind is to have no thesis, it neither
likes nor dislikes, for its prime capacity is to feel. Yet the feel-
ing mind is  often the prejudiced mind.  The person of  quick
emotion is often the person of strong bias. But the secret that
makes the really great creative writer is a sort of forgetfulness
of self—he sees reasons innumerable —he shares in all he ob-
serves. He cannot be all of any one thing because whatever else
he sees immediately he becomes a part of that also. He has no
gospel of his own. His inner life is the life of all about him and
if these two abilities, to see and to feel, are in the right propor-
tions in him he shares in all life acutely, excluding nothing.

Given, then, the equal proportion of ability to observe and
emotion, the novelist has what he needs. Given too much emo-
tion and weak observation and he is the propagandist, the fa-
natic, the enemy of the great novelist. For the novelist must be
too  catholic  for  propaganda.  The  old  adage  “A man  cannot
serve two masters” was never more rightly used than here. If a
novelist has a theory to prove, let him lay aside his true work to
prove it. For no artist can serve the God in him, which is to
portray humanity living, and at the same time serve a social
theory. If emotion has so driven him astray, then he is lost to
his real work, or else he never deserved his title at all. Nothing
dismays  a  novelist  more  than  to  have  someone  say  to  him,
“Why don’t  you write  a  book showing this  or  that?  Or,  “It
would  do  so  much  good if  you would  write  a  book telling
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something or other about—” In heaven’s name, what has he to
do with showing anything except the life he lives, the things he
sees and feels? One day he sees and feels one way; another day
there will be something else because he is formed in such sen-
sitive shape that life pours in on him. All he knows is that life
unfolds if he is not afraid to live it and does not show himself
afraid.

A Communist came in one day and said, “Use your writing
for the cause. Plead for such and such a situation.” I said. “But
I can’t write of it. I don’t know it.” He said. “I’m telling you
about it.” I replied, “You can’t tell me about it. I’ve got to see
and feel it myself. And the probabilities are I’ll see the other
side, too, and feel that, too. Why should I limit myself to less
than everything?” “Nothing would ever get done in the world if
everyone were like that,” he said. To which I replied, “I don’t
want to get anything done—I only want life to go on and on
and on.”

Yet life cannot spare the Communist—or the Fascist or any
other fanatic. The creative mind wants them all. It cannot spare
any form of life. The complexity, the variety, the struggle, are
rich material upon which the creative spirit feeds as it works.
The drama can spare none of the actors.

The  truly  creative  mind,  then,  as  expressed  through  the
ideal, and therefore imaginary, novelist observes and feels but
without censure or prejudice. His only frenzy is the frenzy for
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life, his only passion the passion for humanity—not for good
men or bad, not for better times or worse, but for men as they
are and times as they may be.  Among them and in them he
lives and moves and has his being. And he has no life apart
from them. When he is alone he is still thinking about them and
feeling them and living with them. The creative mind is contin-
ually taking the people it has met and seen and passed and spo-
ken to and loved and hated and struggled with and laughed at
and it molds them this way and that into shapes of its own, and
here is where imagination comes into the creative process.

This ideal novelist’s powers might instead of four have been
divided into  only  three  powers,  and emotion  been a  part  of
each, an essential ingredient which like the warmth of the sun
upon our planet permeates everything and produces life. For if
observation is meaningless to the novelist unless he have the
gift of emotion to make it real to him and a part of his own life,
much more  is  emotion  a  necessary part  of  imagination.  For
imagination is far more than the power to produce images and
whimsical ideas.  [t  is  tridimensional.  It  is  able  to make pic-
tures, to weave plots, to extend what is seen into what is not
seen, to discover likenesses not apparent to the usual eye. But it
is much more than that; it is penetrative, to whatever it sees it
adds depth, and imagines not only through the eye but through
the heart.  The novelist  not only must be able to portray the
imaginary scene, a scene perhaps upon which his eye has not
actually ever tested, but he must be able to know how a person
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feels a thing which the novelist himself has never experienced.
The imagination, then, must be enriched by the emotional ca-
pacity of the creator who imagines. [f he imagines only exter-
nally—that is, if he is only able to describe well—he may pro-
duce a book that is glittering and astonishing and clever and
witty, but he will never produce a book like  Kristin Lavrans-
datter or Of Human Bondage.

It  is  part  of  my  work  these  days  to  examine  many
manuscripts of novels by young writers and others who are try-
ing to find publication for  their  stories,  and I  think most  of
these fail in this very quality of emotional imagination. Some-
times the scene of a novel is very well imagined, and the char-
acters carefully drawn and the narrative ably planned, and yet
the sun does not shine in it, the birds are silent, the stars do not
glitter, and the people, though they speak, cannot be heard, and
their laughter is silent and their tears are not real, because their
creator has not himself  been able to imagine what they feel,
through his own emotional capacity.

This  whole  question  of  creating  people  is  a  very  curious
one. 1 suppose the novelist is asked this question more often
than any other: “Did you really know the characters in your
books?” Nothing of course is more difficult to answer truly. If
he really has known them exactly as they are, the chances are
they are not alive at all. A young author said the other day in
protest to my suggestion that certain persons in his story had no
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life,  “But  they are real  people—they are people I  know and
they did just that and said just those things.” To which the obvi-
ous reply was, “Then of course they are not real here. For if we
take a person straight out of life and put him as he is into the
narrow compass of a book, he is out of all proportion.”

Characters,  it  is  true,  may  be  suggested  to  the  creative
writer; indeed, I suppose every character is so suggested, but
once he is born of this suggestion he goes on and has a life all
his own and the creator shapes him here and changes him there
and eliminates this quality in him which is out of keeping with
the whole story and adds another needed quality, until in the
end the character may scarcely resemble in any except perhaps
in some characteristic trait the original which suggested him. In
other words, the novelist must consider his characters not in re-
lation to the actual world in which they may live, but in rela-
tion to the world which he creates for them to live in within his
book. The test of the reality of a book is not whether or not it is
factually true, or whether the characters in it are as they actu-
ally exist, that is, as they factually are, but whether the relation
between setting and narrative and characters is true or not. That
is, given a situation and a setting, would those particular people
behave and feel in that especial way is the question which the
novelist:  must ask himself—not, have I seen real people say
and do these things before? The novel is a little world in itself,
an entity, and its people and its action must be scaled to its size.
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But if emotional capacity is necessary in order to add life to
the imagination, there must be ulso discipline for the imagina-
tion. Imagination may be too wild and too lively and introduce
at random one event after another, so that when we have fin-
ished reading a novel we do not know what we have read, and
we have the sense of having been pulled emotionally hither and
thither. Discipline is a pruning tool in any art, but certainly it is
superlatively so in the art of the novel. The novelist must be
rigorous with his imagination. He must choose first the impres-
sion which his novel is to have, the theme, if you like, the cen-
tral meaning. Why does he write the novel at all? To portray
what certain picture of life? For he must realize he cannot in
his short space portray more than one picture. If he chooses too
wide a canvas in time or space, he loses all effect, and sacri-
fices all meaning. He must make his choice, therefore, discover
the meaning and the purpose, if not the moral, of what he wants
to write  about,  and within that severe shape his imagination
must work. He must eliminate ruthlessly any thing, any scene,
any incident, any character, any part of any character, which
does not develop that central theme. The novelist cannot possi-
bly tell all there is to know, for instance, about even the least
interesting human being. It would fill his pages with meaning-
less  detail.  He  must  eliminate  and  eliminate  until  perhaps,
lifted out of the setting he has made, one might say the charac-
ters were not true at all. Carried to excess this elimination re-
sults in the caricature, in the sort of characters on which Dick-
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ens loved to dwell. But done with precision, the result is a char-
acter scaled and fitted to his world, developing by everything
he says and does the meaning of life. When the balance is prop-
erly struck we have a living character, so living a character, for
instance,  as  Mr.  Chips  in  that  exquisite  book  Goodbye,  Mr.
Chips.  The secret of Mr. Chips is that his creator eliminated
from his description of him and left for us really only the bare
beautiful skeleton upon which our imaginations work to pro-
duce flesh and blood, until in the end, Mr. Chips lives for every
one of us, a real person.

So it is often quite obvious that in this smaller compassed
world of a novel it is essential that everything be left out which
has no direct meaning. There are many things in life without
meaning so far as the observer can see. Our days are crowded
with  a  hundred  tiny  incidents,  or  even  incidents  not  small,
which have no direct bearing upon our real lives. Anyone look-
ing back over his years can see the story of his life—each of us
has a story—but when he so looks back he chooses only those
incidents which make the story. He has long forgotten the thou-
sands of small things which made the days. It is somewhat this
same  selective  process  that  the  novelist  must  use  when  he
writes his novel, and it is necessary that he keep his imagina-
tion, therefore, disciplined within these limits. What happens to
a person is never important for its own sake—not even blood
and massacre and starvation. These are all externals, and there-
fore of no consequence unless they be illumined by emotional
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imagination and we can see them in the light of what they do to
some human soul. Their effect upon a life makes the story—not
the fact that they happened. Real drama is inside, not outside, a
person. It brings one back to the old question as to whether
there is noise if no one is there to hear it. Does anything really
happen anyway unless it happens to someone? The novelist at
least must believe that it does not.

So when anyone asks a novelist if he imagines his people or
if he takes them from real life, he cannot, if he be a creative
writer, answer either yes or no. Surely they come from life, for
everything the creative mind has comes from real life, is born
out of real life by suggestion and experience. But equally truly
the character does not actually live just as he is except between
the pages of this book. The same thing of course is true when
one speaks of what is commonly called plot. Neither plot nor
people can be lifted exactly from the large-scale world and set
entire into a smaller, but not less important world of the novel.

Emotion, then, is to add richness to the imagination, and dis-
cipline to keep its form true and its channel deep, to shape the
story with art  and validity.  For  imagination is  the  novelist’s
means of alchemy. Without it he cannot be creative at all. It is
the magic formula whereby he takes any least experience, any
chance idea which happens to fall upon him sharply, and trans-
mutes it into his own material, into his own gold. And in the
process much of him is transmuted, too, For this imaginative
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ideal creative novelist is, inevitably, part of all he creates. He
is, I warn you again, not a very solid citizen and oftentimes not
a very satisfactory husband and father, and too often he is not
even a good provider, How can he be? His mind is full of a
thousand shapes, people of his own making, beings born and
suffering  and  struggling  and  adventuring  and  traveling  the
world. These are his companions, more real to him than wife or
child, dearer than any friend. He is only partly and occasionally
in the world of his living flesh-and-blood fellows. Most of the
time he is what the ordinary mortal would call a little mad. He
is possessed, not by the old traditional devils, but by a proces-
sion of beings of his own making, and no urge is so impossible
for him to resist us the need to create them. No God in heaven
was ever more driven to create than he. If he does not create,
he walks lonely and frustrated all  his  days,  even though his
house is full of children and brothers and sisters and friends.
He has no life unless he is living among those whom he creates
by his own imagination.  His body does not produce his real
fruit—they spring from his deep, feeling imagination and live
between the covers of his books There he is really father and
creator.

And he is always reaching for what he cannot achieve—per-
fection in creation—and he is at the mercy of all he creates. He
lives in a hundred lives, hears their sorrows first, and dies with
them only to be transmigrated over and over  and again into
fresh existence and struggle. It is only as he does so live that
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the beings he creates are alive. Unless he feels too, they never
feel. He may shape their bodies perfectly, but they remain dead
shapes until his own feeling has made them open their eves and
breathe and move. Then he has his happiness—a rare difficult
happiness, but for him worth everything.

When the novelist has so taken his material, therefore, out of
himself,  and out of the world, has transmuted it  through his
imagination, has breathed bis life into it and made it live sepa-
rately from him and yet forever u part of him, too—for no nov-
elist ever created a living character that was not in some way,
large or small, clearly or obscurely, a part of himself—he has
the  problem of  form confronting  him.  That  is,  having these
people clearly imagined in certain actions, ready to take their
life in plain print, he has to decide how he will express them:
how,  in  other  words,  to  present  his  people  intelligibly  and
vividly to the world.

The sense of form or style is of course a peculiar gift. Many
persons who try to write have real emotional capacity for un-
derstanding and feeling character, and yet when they want to
express or present these characters they are unable to do so. J
suppose another  thing a  novelist  hears  more frequently  than
any other, or almost any other, for he hears many things often,
is the fervent exclamation “I have always thought I should like
to write, but somehow I can’t seem to get it down just as I feel
it,” or someone says to him, “Here’s a good story for you—”
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and he proceeds to describe an incident or situation, confident
that he has given the novelist his next book free. To hear the
facts of an incident may suggest something to a novelist. But
he usually has a score of things already waiting which he wants
to write, and no gift is so thanklessly received as the plot for
another novel given him by someone else. Moreover, it is not
enough to have the urge to write if one has not the ability to ex-
press. It is like being able to think in melodies and not being
able to play any instrument by which to express them, or hav-
ing in mind a picture and being totally color blind or not able to
wield a brush or pencil. If a person has not the ability to ex-
press his ideas and feelings in words, he is simply not a writer
and he had better turn to something else. Sometimes he may
have the facility for expression, for words, and lack feeling and
story ideas. In such case he may be a good advertising or insur-
ance agent, but again he is not a novelist, at least not our imagi-
nary ideal creative novelist.

This ability to express has of course two aspects: the larger,
which is a sense of form, so that a novel has architectural struc-
ture; and a smaller, though not less important one, which is a
feeling for words, for the right word, the word fitly spoken,
which is like apples of gold in pictures of silver. Style, then, as
we usually call it, is composed of logical structure and the fit-
ting word. I realize that nothing could be more controversial
than a discussion of what style in writing is, and I hasten to say
now that I do not propose to add anything of value to a discus-
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sion already centuries old. I do not pretend to know all  that
style is or is not, and probably the little I think I know is all
wrong. I comfort myself by saying, however, that one’s ideas
about style are as individual as the kind of food one likes to eat
or the ties one chooses to wear. There is simply no agreeing on
the subject. I do think, though, that we might agree that a writer
has style or he has not. There is really no such thing as bad
style. If it is bad there simply is none. A writer may write with-
out style, or he may have style only partially developed—that
is, he may have a delicate sense of the right word and lack a
sense of general structure. One reads not a few novels where
there are individual scenes of great beauty and single charac-
ters of much reality, and yet which, when finished, present no
architectural picture to the mind. Such books are formless and
fragmentary and fall short of true greatness. Or one may read a
novel where the story marches with such clear progress and the
characters take their parts with such vigor that one does not no-
tice or at least overlooks the lack of beauty in words, But our
ideal novelist, and the great novel he writes, do have these two
component parts. Stripped by time, the great novel stands out
in stark structure soundly, and remembered: there are words,
lines, passages, description, phrases upon which one loves to
linger.

Structure  the  novelist  may  plan  and  should  plan.  He  ap-
proaches his plan from one of two angles, depending on his
particular prenatal mixture, He may begin his plan with a group
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of characters and devise their suitable action, that is, he may be
primarily character-minded: or he may approach his plan with a
definite situation already in mind and then find his people to
perform the action, that is, he may be primarily plot-minded.
The first is perhaps the more valuable because a novel to be
great, as I have said earlier, must have living people. Their ac-
tion is really secondary, After all,  plot is far easier to invent
than people, if there must be invention. And if the novelist has
his people living in his mind they begin with little effort on his
part beyond a general idea to move and take their cues. And the
sense of structure analyzed is perhaps no more than a sense of
order and proportion, and this is based upon knowing what to
eliminate as well as what to construct.

The sense of words is, of course, something very delicate
and native. It is as peculiar as the gift for music. One has the
feel for words, of one has not. Words alone have the power to
charm, and one is able to feel it or one is not able. The ability is
a poetical gift in essence, for certainly no poet can be without
it, It is sensuous. He who possesses it must feel words as enti-
ties in themselves, valuable for their sound, and valuable for
their most precious, distinctive difference of descriptive mean-
ing. The novelist who possesses this gift uses words as an artist
does his colors, as a builder does his bricks, as a sculptor does
his  stone.  He is  restlessly,  miserably  sensitive  to  the  wrong
word, or to a word which does not exactly express his meaning.
He may labor for hours to find the exact word. And, except for
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his own satisfaction, how thanklessly! When one reads the pop-
ular magazines, selling in their millions, and realizes what most
people  read,  the  crass  careless  sentences,  the  commonplace
phrases,  slung into the swift,  impossible,  absurd narrative,  it
strikes dismay to the heart of the lover of good writing. For the
creative  novelist  will  not,  cannot,  clothe  his  people  in  dull,
common,  inexpressive  words.  He  wants  to  use  clear  words,
short  strong words,  glowing deep words,  meaningful  words,
powerful words, coloring, vivid words, packed words. If he has
done his work well, he knows each word, each phrase —almost
as well as he knows his people. It is impossible to him, if he be
fine  craftsman  as  well  as  fine  artist,  knowingly  to  use  the
wrong word, a verb too slow or too switf, an adjective too dull
or too gaudy, a noun too general or usual. It pains him as a
false note pains a musician.

Nor can these words stand alone. They must have value each
for itself, but they have also a cooperative value. They must not
only sound well and mean well but they must sound and mean
well together. The phrase, the sentence, the paragraph, all have
their particular music, a music as careful and perfect and yet as
spontaneous as any living rhythm must be. I do not for a mo-
ment suggest that the creative novelist studies these things, or
even that as a rule he studies how to get his effects. I do not at
all believe in Stevenson’s idea of the sedulous ape. If a writer is
thus sedulous, he usually remains nothing but an ape. No, what
I mean is that this feeling for words is simply part of the cre-
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ative function. If the novelist be richly gifted, the people and
the pictures in his mind naturally take shape in certain pecu-
liarly fitting words, and his phrases and his sentences and his
paragraphs form themselves into the right cadences for what he
has in mind: musical, murmuring, resonant; short, sharp, swift;
rugged,  jagged;  smooth,  somnolent,  slow:  repetitive,  heaped
phrases and sentences and paragraphs. He does not study how
to say a thing: having the thing to say, it really says itself natu-
rally, unhaltingly, and we remark, the book has style. When the
novelist feels the process is not smooth, that the right words do
not come, that his sentences do not fit and flow, then he must
know there is a fault somewhere. It is usually that his concept
is not yet clear to himself, that he is trying to put into words
something that is not yet ready for words.

For it is never to be forgotten that the process of writing is
as creative as giving birth to a child. There is the germ idea,
fertilized by the emotions. Nourished by imagination, but only
when it is fully grown within the mind can it have its perfect
expressed shape.  I  have heard writers say that they think as
they write, that they have an idea and begin to write and de-
velop their characters and situation as they go on, Very great
writers have done this. Dickens did it.  Sometimes an install-
ment of one of his serials was even published before he knew
what the next one was going to be. It is difficult for me to un-
derstand this piecemeal creation. For me a book must be quite
entire in my mind, each character roundly conceived, each situ-
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ation clear, before pen can touch paper. But, be sure, I bow to
Dickens. Only I think it takes a genius as great as his to create
as he did, anywhere and anyhow and in any form.

But however he works, this necessity to create is the one
moving necessity to our imaginary novelist. He is wretched un-
less he is creating. If he feels he has succeeded in what he is
trying  to  do—I  do  not  mean  achieving  a  popular  success,
which is neither here nor there —but I mean if he feels he is re-
ally creating living people in books, then he is a carefree and
happy  creature,  and  nothing  else  can  really  hurt  him at  his
heart’s core, If he fails there, even though his books sell enor-
mously and even though he is wedded to his love, he is restless
and miserable.

For the truth is this novelist of ours is not a lucky creature.
Not one of us need envy him, however successful he is, as the
word  success  is  usually  meant,  Envy  the  serial  writer  who
grinds out his stuff blithely, sure of his formula, sure that if his
own main characters are young and beautiful and marry at the
end all will be well and the editor will send him a check and his
fan mail will go encouragingly on. Envy him, for he lives no
life except his own and the world is to him what it is to any
hewer of wood and drawer of water. Neither imagination nor
emotion trouble him, He uses their tag words and no more is
asked of him and he has no more he must give whether it is
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asked of him or not. He earns his bread and usually his cake
too.

But I have not been speaking of these. I have been speaking
of the creative mind, and how it works. Yet now that I have
said to you what I have to say, I realize that I do not know how
it works, nor does anyone, for these powers exercised are really
only the way the creative novelist lives. He shares in all he sees
and feels and imagines, and he must express by creation or he
does not live at all. He wants people to read what he writes be-
cause he is eager for communication with other souls. He is a
lonely creature, wandering about in a universe too acutely per-
ceived and therefore always too huge for him, overpowering
his too sensitive soul with perceptions too large for him. He
never quite belongs anywhere. He is always half in this world
and half away in his own world. In the world of real workaday
people he is always fey; in his dream world he is too human.
So he has never any home. Yet he longs for nearness to others
—he pours out his creations—they are his communications, He
is like the child who must have understanding and appreciation.
“See what I have made!” And too often he receives the hostile
commonplace reply, “What is it? I don’t see what it is.”

For the truly creative mind in any field is no more than this
— a human creature born abnormally, inhumanly sensitive. To
him a touch is a blow, a sound is a noise, a misfortune is a
tragedy, a joy is an ecstasy, a friend is a lover, a lover is a god,
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and failure is death. Add to this cruelly delicate organism the
overpowering  necessity  to  create—to  create—to  create—so
that without the creating of music or poetry or books or build-
ings or something of beauty and meaning his very breath is cut
off from him. He must create. He must pour out creation. By
some strange unknown pressing inward urgency he is not really
alive unless he is creating.

This is the creative mind, Let none envy him. Wherever he
is, wherever his name is seen, though he be given great honors,
never envy him. For if you envy him you must envy him not
only that hour when he stands forth finished and glowing with
unexpected  appreciation.  You  must  envy  him  many  other
hours, much longer, and many more dark hours, dark years per-
haps, when honor means nothing to him, when even apprecia-
tion means nothing to him, when he is living in agony because
in a sense everything is agony to him, even joy, even love.

No, it is happier to belong to that other group, who placidly
take their materials as they find them and place them content-
edly into accepted and well-known patterns of one sort and an-
other. They are those who accept the universe and live in it.
They are not as these foolish ones who must needs try to be
very God, who seize the raw stuffs of life and wrest them into
being, who are not content unless they take earth and fashion it
into men and women and begin again in the pages of books the
cycle of life, life which yet even they cannot understand. They
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create blindly as gods create. It is well there are not more of
them in the world. And yet—I am glad for those there are!
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