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ver an extraordinary twenty-year career,
Jane Smiley has written all kinds of novels:
mystery, comedy, historical fiction, epic.
“Is there anything Smiley cannot do?” raves Time
magazine. But in the wake of 9/11, Smiley faltered
in her hitherto unflagging impulse to write and
decided to approach novels from a different angle:
she read one hundred of them, from classics such as
the thousand-year-old Tale of Genji to recent fiction
by Zadie Smith, Nicholson Baker, and Alice Munro.
miley explores—as no novelist has before
her—the unparalleled intimacy of reading,
why a novel succeeds (or doesn’t), and how
the novel has changed over time. She describes a
novelist as “right on the cusp between someone who
knows everything and someone who knows noth-
ing,” yet whose “job and ambition is to develop a
theory of how it feels to be alive.”
n her inimitable style—exuberant, candid, opin-
ionated—Smiley invites us behind the scenes of
novel-writing, sharing her own habits and
spilling the secrets of her craft. She walks us step-by-
step through the publication of her most recent
novel, Good Faith, and, in two vital chapters on how
to write “a novel of your own,” offers priceless
advice to aspiring authors.
hirteen Ways of Looking at the Novel may
amount to a peculiar form of autobiography.
We see Smiley reading in bed with a choco-
late bar; mulling over plot twists while cooking din-
ner for her family; even, at the age of twelve,
devouring Sherlock Holmes mysteries, which she
later realized were among her earliest literary mod-
els for plot and character.
nd in an exhilarating conclusion, Smiley
considers individually the one hundred
books she read, from Don Quixote to Lolita
to Atonement, presenting her own insights and often
controversial opinions. In its scope and gleeful eclec-
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ticism, her reading list is one of the most com-
pelling—and surprising—ever assembled.

ngaging, wise, sometimes irreverent, Thirteen
—— Ways is essential reading for anyone who has
ever escaped into the pages of a novel or, for
that matter, wanted to write one. In Smiley’s own

words, ones she found herself turning to over the
course of her journey: “Read this. I bet you'll like it.”

ane Smiley is the author of eleven novels as

well as three works of nonfiction. She is the

recipient of a Pulitzer Prize and was inducted
into the American Academy of Arts and Letters in
2001. Smiley lives in Northern California.
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We are not told of things that happened to specific
people exactly as they happened; but the beginning is
when there are good things and bad things, things
that happen in this life which one never tires of seeing
and hearing about, things which one cannot bear not
to tell of and must pass on for all generations. If the
storyteller wishes to speak well, then he chooses the
good things; and if he wishes to hold the reader’s
attention he chooses bad things, extraordinarily bad
things. Good things and bad things alike, they are the

things of this world and no other.

~MURASAKI sSHIKIBU, The Tale of Genji
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1-INTRODUCTION

he end of September is a great time to have a birthday if you
Twant to be a writer. Jane Austen might be December 16 and

Shakespeare April 23 and Charles Dickens February g, but for a
sheer run of greatness, I challenge anyone to match September 23
through September 30—F. Scott Fitzgerald, William Faulkner, T. S.
Eliot, Marina Tsvetayeva, William Blake, and Miguel Cervantes. And,
I used to add (to myself, of course), mo:z. There is also a gratifying
musical backup—George Gershwin on the twenty-sixth, my very own
birthday. I never hesitated to bring anyone who cared (or did not care)
to know up to date on late September (Ray Charles, Dmitri Shosta-
kovich) and early October (John Lennon) birthdays. It was rather like
listing your horse’s pedigree or your illustrious ancestors—not exactly
a point of pride, but more a reassurance that deep down, the stuff was
there, if only astrologically.

But in 2001, the year I turned fifty-two, whether or not the stuff was
there astrologically, it did not seem to be there artistically. All those
years of guarding my stuff—no drinking, no drugs, personal modesty
and charm, good behavior on as many fronts as I could manage, a pub-
lic life of agreeability and professionalism, and still when I sat down at
the computer to write my novel, titled Good Faith, my heart sank. I
was into the 250s and 260s, there were about 125 pages to go, and I felt
like Dante’s narrator at the beginning of The Divine Comedy. 1 had
wandered into a dark wood. I didn’t know the way out. I was afraid.

I tried hard not to be afraid in certain ways. Two weeks before my
birthday, terrorists had bombed the World Trade Center in New
York. Fear was everywhere—fear of anthrax, fear of nuclear terror-
ism, fear of flying, fear of the future. I felt that, too, more than I was
willing to admit. I tried to remind myself of the illusory nature of the
world and my conviction that death is a transition, not an end, to disci-
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pline my fears to a certain degree. And my lover and partner was diag-
nosed at about that time with heart disease and required several proce-
dures. I feared that he might also undergo a sudden transition and I
would be bereft of his physical presence, but I also believed that we
were eternally joined and that there was no transition that would sepa-
rate us. This is how we agreed to view his health crisis. Physical fears
were all too familiar for me—I had been wrestling with them my
whole life, but in the late 1990s, divorce, independence, horses, Jack,
and a book called A Course in Miracles had relieved most of them.

When I sat down at my computer, though, and read what I had
written the day before, I felt something new—a recoiling, a cold sur-
prise. Oh, this again. This insoluble, unjoyous, and unstimulating
piece of work. What’s the next sentence, even the next word? I didn’t
know, and if I tried something, I suspected it would just carry me far-
ther down the wrong path, would be a waste of time or worse, prolong
an already prolonged piece of fraudulence. I wondered if my case were
analogous to that of a professional musician, a concert pianist perhaps,
who does not feel every time he sits down to play the perfect joy of
playing a piece he has played many times. I had always evoked this
idea hopefully for students—however such a musician might begin his
concert, surely he would be carried away by his own technique and
mastery; after a few bars, the joy contained in the music itself would
supply the inspiration that was lacking only moments before. But I
didn’t know that. Maybe that sort of thing didn’t happen at all.

I came up with all sorts of diagnoses for my condition. The state of
the zeitgeist was tempting but I refused to be convinced.* I reminded
myself that I had lived through lots of zeitgeists over the years, and the
geist wasn’t all that bad in California. The overwhelming pall of grief
and fear and odor and loss reached us more or less abstractly. Unlike
New Yorkers, we could turn it off and get back to work, or so it
seemed. But perhaps I was sensitive to something other than events—
to a collective unconscious reaction to those events that I sensed in the
world around me? I felt scattered. Even after I lost my fascination
with the images and the events, my mind felt dissipated and shallow. It
didn’t help that I was annoyed with everything other writers wrote
about the tragedy. There was no grappling with its enormity, and
everything everyone said sounded wrong as soon as they said it. After

*I think now that for me, as for most Americans, the September 11 attacks were simply too
huge to comprehend.
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this should come only silence, it seemed, and yet I didn’t really believe
that. I believed that the world was not now changed for the worse—
that anyone who had not reckoned upon the world to deliver such a
blow, after lo these many years of genocide, mass murder, war, famine,
despair, betrayal, death, and chaos, was naive. I believed at the time
that if the world was a little changed, then perhaps it was changed for
the better. The images had gone global, moving many individuals to
look within and find mercy and compassion rather than hatred and
anger. Hatred and anger were the oldest old hat, but mercy and com-
passion were something new. If there was more of those, and there
seemed to be, then the turning point had actually been a turning point.
Only time would tell. At any rate, surely talking was good, writing
was good. Communicating was good, the antidote to the secrecy
and silence the terrorists had attempted to foist upon us. Perhaps, I
thought, I would stay scattered until the collective unconscious pulled
itself together and raised itself up and put fear aside.

But really, events were events. I had known events and written
through them, written about them, written in spite of them. I had
grown up during the cold war, when obliteration seemed imminent
every time the Russians twitched. I had an engagement photo of my
parents from a newspaper; the headline of the article on the reverse
side was “Russians Develop H-Bomb.” Fear of terrorism, I thought,
was nothing compared with the raw dread I had felt as a child. The
problem with the novel was not outside myself, or even in my link to
human consciousness. Perhaps, I thought, it was my own professional
history. I had experienced every form of literary creation I had ever
heard of—patient construction (A Thousand Acres), joyous composition
(Moo, Horse Heaven), the grip of inspiration that seems to come from
elsewhere (The Greenlanders), steady accumulation (Duplicate Keys),
systematic putting together (Barn Blind), word-intoxicated buzz (The
Age of Grief), even disinterested professional dedication (The All-True
Travels and Adventures of Lidie Newton). 1 could list my books in my
order of favorites, but my order of favorites didn’t match anyone else’s
that I knew of, and so didn’t reveal anything about the books’ inherent
value or even about their ease of composition. I didn’t put too much
stock in my preferences, or even in my memories of how it had felt to
write them.

But I had penned a concise biography of Charles Dickens, and
maybe I had learned from Dickens’s life an unwanted lesson. I wrote
the Dickens book because I loved Dickens, not because I felt a kinship




6 THIRTEEN WAYS OF LOOKING AT THE NOVEL

with him, but after writing the book, it seemed to me that there was at
least one similarity between us, and that was that Dickens loved to
write and wrote with the ease and conviction of breathing. Me, too.
When he took up each novel or novella, there might be some hemming
and hawing and a few complaints along the way, but his facility of
invention was utterly reliable and he was usually his own best audi-
ence. In the heat of composition, he declared almost every novel he
wrote his best and his favorite, even if his preferences didn’t stand.
Toward the end of his life, though, his energy began to fail. When he
was fifty, planning a new publication, he plunged rapidly into Great
Expectations and wrote in weekly parts, modifying an earlier plan for
the novel and producing a masterpiece largely because his journal
needed it. When he began Our Mutual Friend a few years later, he was
taxed almost beyond his powers. Several numbers were short, he com- -
plained of his lack of invention, and he didn’t really like the novel
much, though a case can be made (I have made it) that it is one of his
most perfect. And he died in the middle of his last novel, The Mys-
tery of Edwin Drood, having not quite mastered the whodunit form.
Even Dickens, I thought, even Dickens faltered in the end, though
you might say that he was careful and nurturing of his talents—
abstemious and hardworking. He always deflected his fame a bit, wore
it lightly. Was the lesson I had learned from Charles Dickens that a
novelist’s career lasts only a decade or two, can’t be sustained much
longer even by the greatest novelist (or most prolific great novelist) of
all time?

Look at them all—Virginia Woolf, twenty-three or twenty-four
years. George Eliot, twenty years. Jane Austen, twenty years, Dickens,
twenty-four years, Thomas Hardy, fifty years of writing, but less than
half of that novels. James Joyce, D. H. Lawrence, F. Scott Fitzgerald,
William Faulkner, Miguel Cervantes. Short short short. I had meant
to write my whole life. Surely modern life and modern medicine
and modern day care and modern technology and modern publishing
would make Henry James the paradigmatic novelist, not Jane Austen.
I wondered if novel-writing had its own natural life span and without
knowing it, I had outlived the life span of my novel-writing career.

Another thing I learned about Dickens was that after 1862, he
began to live a much more active life than he had before. In 1856, he
left his wife in a scandalous divorce and took up with a much younger
woman. Sometime in the very early 1860s, the younger woman disap-
peared. Some authorities think that she and her mother moved to
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France and that Dickens visited her there, in a small city or town, and
that possibly she produced a child. Dickens’s work was based in Lon-
don, his family was near Chatham in Kent, and his beloved was in
France. Dickens traveled back and forth incessantly, sometimes
spending only a few days in each place. He also embarked on several
arduous dramatic reading tours. It may be that such a schedule dissi-
pated his energy or his concentration. I found myself in that, too. Once,
when I lived in Ames, lowa, where errands were easy and day care was
exceptional, I had hours on end in which to marinate my day’s work.
After I moved to California, gave in to my obsession with horses, and
became a single mother, to fritter away an hour meant to fritter away
most of the day’s allotted writing time. Distractions abounded, and
they all seemed important. But then, I had always had children, I had
always had something else to do during the day—not riding and horse
care, but teaching and professorial responsibilities.

If to live is to progress, if you are lucky, from foolishness to wisdom,
then to write novels is to broadcast the various stages of your foolish-
ness. This was true of me. I took up each of my novels with unwaver-
ing commitment. I did not begin them by thinking I had a good
subject for a novel. I began them by thinking that I had discovered
important truths about the world that required communication.
When I was writing Duplicate Keys, for example, a murder mystery, I
was convinced of the idea that every novel is really some sort of mys-
tery or whodunit because every novel is a retrospective uncovering of
the real story behind the apparent story. I thought I might write mys-
teries for the rest of my life. When I was writing The Greenlanders, it
was obvious to me that all novels were historical novels, patiently
reconstructing some time period or another, recent or distant. Horse
racing, medieval Greenland, farming, dentistry. I would get letters
and reviews from all sorts of people who found themselves reading
with interest about subjects they had never thought of before. But at
the end of each novel, I would more or less throw down that lens along
with that subject. My curiosity was always about how the world
worked, what the patterns were, and what they meant. I was secular to
the core, and I investigated moral issues with the dedication only
someone who is literally and entirely agnostic would do—my philo-
sophical stance was one of not knowing any answers and not believing
that there were any answers.

While I was writing Horse Heaven, though, I embarked on a spiri-
tual discipline that was satisfying and comforting. I came to believe in
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God and to accept a defined picture of Reality that took elements of
Christianity and combined them with elements of Eastern religions. It
was not an institutionalized religion, but it was a defined faith and had
a scripture. It was called A Course in Miracles, and it completely
changed the way I looked at the world.

The essential premise of A Course in Miracles is that God did not
create the world and that the apparent mixture in the world of good
and evil is an illusion; God is not responsible for apparent evil. In fact,
the world itself and all physical manifestations are illusory, an agreed-
upon conceit that is useful for learning what is true and real, but other-
wise a form of dreaming—bad dreaming. The essential falsehoods of
the world are that beings are separate from one another, that bodies are
real and of primary importance, and that the physical preexists the
spiritual. A Course in Miracles, like many Eastern religions, maintains
that the world, all physical things, all elements of the universe, and all
dimensions, including time, are a mental construct, and that the Mind
or the Source preexists matter and is connected to itself all the time and
in every way. It took me about three years to turn my image of the
world upside down and to become comfortable with this new way of
thinking. It wasn’t hard, though it was disconcerting at the beginning.
The payoff, other than my conviction that these ideas were true, was
that I grew less fearful, more patient, less greedy, and more accepting.
greeted events more calmly as a rule, and didn’t feel that old sense of
vertigo that I had once felt much of the time. I got analyzed, or thera-
pized, or counseled. My counselor shared my beliefs. Together we
fixed my relationships and my worldview.

But perhaps the result was no more novels? Perhaps the novel is an
agnostic sort of form that not only can’t say much about God, but also
is even uncomfortable with God as a shadowy background figure? I
was eager to detach myself from my habit of having expectations, since
I had found the disappointment of my expectations crushingly painful
over the years, but I wondered if that also made my work less engaged.
Was the old truism that I had hated so much really true, that art, or at
least novelistic art, is created out of pain and lack? I had resented and
resisted that idea for years; art, I thought, is created out of observation
and insight. You don’t write a novel to salve a wound, but to bear wit-
ness. Nevertheless, something another writer once told me niggled in
my brain—I had met Peter Taylor toward the end of his life when we
were both at the Key West Writers’ Festival. I asked him if he had ever
had a dry spell, and he said yes, for a few years in his forties and fifties,
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