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For decades, writers
have been turning to
the words of Anne
Lamott for guidance,
inspiration and
courage. Now she'’s
back with a new
novel—and a lot more
to say about a writing
life well lived.

BY DIANA PAGE JORDAN
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@ he daughter of a disciplined writer—a man who
was at his desk by 5:30 a.m. every day—Anne
Lamott has been a full-time wordsmith since

she was 20, cultivating an early commitment to
the craft many writers only dream of. Her father, Kenneth
Lamott, coached her to write daily (like one might practice
scales on the piano, she explains), to read voraciously and
to study how the masters “have done this extremely hard
work trying to capture the story of humankind.”

Although her father didn't live to see her first book
published—her 1980 debut novel, Hard Laughter, was
written as he was dying of brain cancer—Lamott still
clearly treasures the role of both teacher and story-
teller that was his gift to her. And it was his words that
inspired the title of her 1994 book, Bird by Bird: Some
Instructions on Writing and Life, equaled only by Stephen
King’s On Writing in texts writers cite as a “bible” for the
craft. The well-known story behind the title bears repeat-
ing: Lamott’s little brother had waited until the day before
a report on birds was due at school to start working on
it—and quickly found himself overwhelmed. Their father
wisely advised him to take the writing “bird by bird”

Lamott’s early writing life was not an easy one: Her
struggles with addiction have been well chronicled. She
says her personal turning point came at age 32, when she
penned her fourth novel and first sober book, All New
People. When she no longer began her writing days hung-
over, she found her mind was freed from the “grandiosity
and self-loathing that often accompanies alcoholism.”

Today, that rebirth into sobriety still informs Lamott's
writing, as does her spirituality, trademark humor and
political awareness—another quality acquired from her
parents, who actively registered voters in the ’60s. Later
nonfiction bestsellers like Operating Instructions and
Traveling Mercies focus on themes of motherhood and faith.
One of Lamott’s favorite lines from her book Plan B: Further
Thoughts on Faith, “Laughter is carbonated holiness,” encap-
sulates the approach evident throughout her catalog of work,
comprised of equal parts fiction and nonfiction, as well as
an impressive body of essays and other short works widely
published on Salon.com and elsewhere.

This spring marks the release of Lamott’s first return to
fiction since 2002’s Blue Shoe. Her 12th book, Imperfect
Birds is the final piece of a trilogy that began with Rosie,
written when she was still drinking, and Crooked Little
Heart, her later attempt to resurrect Rosie’s characters and
“do right by these people.” Here, she discusses what it's like
to be an imperfect bird—and much, much more about the
craft and the dream of writing.

Tell us about Imperfect Birds—what sparked its writing?
Rosie is 17 years old, and beginning to dance with the
dark side. I love these characters, and I felt like I could
commit a couple years to helping them tell another chunk
of their story—and, of course, I had a teenage son. But I
also live in a town with a real drug problem, which Rosie
develops, and I just felt like my nose was being rubbed in
a lot of really bad decisions made by kids who I felt like
Id raised because they all came to our house all the time.
I just wanted to write about what was right before me,
which was a beautiful little town and a real possibly evil
thing going on in that town.

Why did you decide to write another novel after devot-

ing the past few years to essays and other nonfiction?
I wanted to sink myself into something long and lasting.
Novels take a lot more concentration and stamina, obvi-
ously, than a six- or seven-page essay. Every so often I feel
like I'm up to it—all of a sudden it like something tugs on
my sleeve and I feel like I have what it takes to commit that
much time. I start to see scenes of the characters and where
they are when we start, how old they would be and how
different they might look—or, if I don’t know them, who
they are to begin with. And then, little by little, I start to see
the interactions and the travels and the struggles. Because I
love novels. I secretly love novels more than nonfiction.

Did writing this book change you?

I think it captures changes I've already been through:
what I want to share with people about stamina and let-
ting go and faith and trusting, trusting God and trusting
life. T think I have a little bit of a messiah complex in the
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sense that I really want to share useful information. I want
to share stories that I think are valuable and medicinal.

What's it like writing fiction again?

You start off thinking, Oh, this is going to be great. Oh, I'm
s0 on top of it this time, and I really know these people—
I've written about them for years. And instead it’s just like
two feet forward and one back, and two forward and four
back, and complete collapse of confidence and complete
giving up, and having various people and forces help me
get back up on my feet and dust off my butt, and sit back
down, and push my sleeves back. It reinforces the mes-
sage of just do it. You just show up [to write], and if you're
committed, then something very interesting and trippy is
going to happen, and you don't want to miss it.

Charles Portis is one of my very, very favorite
American literary heroes. He wrote The Dog of
the South: he's famous for True Grit.

I love Drop City by T.C. Boyle, and | think he’s one

of America’s pure, great, clean, exciting storytellers.

Pippi Longstocking was what launched me into my

life as a feminist and a woman of laughter.

My favorite book that my father wrote is called Anti-
California: Report From Our First Parafascist State,
about the years when Reagan was governor. That's

a book | really love and have read a number of times.

If | had to pick one book by a woman that | love
above all others, it would be Middlemarch by
George Eliot.
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Mostly, Tjust think this is a miracle: It is a miracle to
produce a decent novel. ... The triumph is to hold a fin-
ished novel in your hand that’s going to be published in
four or five months and that it’s not awful. The triumph is
that it’s not awful.

What does the title Imperfect Birds mean?

It’s a line from a poem by Rumi. The line is, “Each must
enter the nest made by the other imperfect birds;” and it’s
really about how these kind of scraggly, raggedy nests that
are our lives are the sanctuary for other people to step
into, and that if you want to see the divine, you really step
into the most absolutely ordinary. When you’re abso-
lutely at your most lost and dejected ... where do you go?
You go to the nests left by other imperfect birds, you find
other people who've gone through it. You find the few
people you can talk to about it.

iting most of your life, following your

luence. What did you learn from your dad?

N/
You ve peen

I learned that you sit down at the same time every day. I
learned that you do it even if you’re in a bad mood or if
you're a little sick or you don’t know what you're doing—
especially if you don’t know what you're doing. I learned
that you don’t wait for inspiration. That that’s just a crock.
That’s just an excuse to not have to take yourself seriously
as an artist.

I got sober when I was 32 and that more than anything
changed me. ... It was like getting the windows washed. I
could see better. By then I felt like I came with a gift: I felt
like God made me a person who is good with words, and
a person who listens really carefully, and pays attention
and has a sense of humor. And I could finally reach into
the toolbox and find some decent tools, because my mind
was better and my spirit was coming back to life after 15
years of pretty serious drinking. I started wanting to tell
these stories of having survived and having come through.

I've always told my writing students to write what
theyd love to come upon. So, all of a sudden I tried
nonfiction at about 38, 37. With that book, Operating
Instructions, and with Bird by Bird, I could really tell
mothers and then tell writers: This is what it’s really like




for most of us. It’s hard, it’s a struggle, it’s about small
breakthroughs and small breakdowns. If it's going really
badly and it’s like pulling teeth, you're probably on the
right track. ...

The writing grows you up into the person you've always
dreamt of being, and that’s so amazing.

1

rite another book on wr

If you were to w

might it be different?

That's an old book now. Fifteen years old! I could tell peo-
ple a lot more about how crazy publication will make peo-
ple. A lot of people really have assumed that if they got a
book published and out, especially from a good publisher,
that all sorts of things in their lives would change for the
better, and that they would feel very, very redeemed and
validated and it’s. Just. So. Not. True.

I could write about that, although I also don’t want to
be discouraging, because more than anything I believe
people should be writing. And that the writing will give
them what they’re looking for, which is that connection
to the community of writers. ... I really believe people are
called to a literary life like others are called to a theologi-
cal life or a religious life, but [publishing is] a business
that is really hard. Hard on your heart. Hard on your soul.
Hard on your everything.

In terms of the writing process, ’'m not sure how much
I could add to what T've always preached, which is short
assignments, and really shitty first drafts.

174]

Ir proces
£

differ from crafting a book?
[Its] so much easier, because there’s a foreseeable beginning,
middle and end. If ’'m working on a story; then I would
typically scrawl it all down on a Monday, and on a Tuesday,
I'd start cleaning it up ... and the third day I would get very
firm and adult-like and disciplined, and try to make myself
edit it all much more tightly, and be much more self-indul-
gent. By the fourth day I become desperate to show it to
people, and that's always alarming for me, because I'm really
not ready then. ... And on Friday, 'm a whole different per-
son, and I'm cutting stuff out.

With a novel, there’s no easy way to separate out the
assignment—it’s like trying to move a hockey puck in
super slow-mo down the ice. If you were in my office,
youd see that there are index cards taped to the window
that are either moments or possibly ideas for stories or
for the next section of what I'm working on, which I can’t
even really talk about yet. There’s a huge sheet of graph

paper up that is all the various things that I know that
will be a part of the thing I just began, and there are index
cards taped to that, too. There are stacks and stacks of
papers and notes everywhere. I kind of, sort of, semi—if I
ever did another writing book, I'd probably call it Kind of
Sort of Semi—know where it all is.

to capture and communicate their lives and their histo-
ries—that profound expression of our humanity collec-
tively on the Web, I find very powerful.

The most negative?

That whole big-box store aspect of publishing has been
heartbreaking. I've always seen bookstores as churches in
that they are sanctuary, they are temples of truth and illu-
mination. And that’s so much more true in a small book-
store ... so 'm sad about the very sweet and holy book-
stores that haven't been able to stay alive, and 'm very sad
about the small-press-run books that taught me to be a
writer, the books that we handed to each other like sacred
scrolls when I was 18, and 19, and 20, and 21, because
most of the presses have gone out of business. It was such
a way of life. It was another way of having holiness and
truth and communion, espresso instead of a wafer.

1 you could

when you start to say no [to other life obligations], but
no is a complete statement, because from now on, hell or
high water, I write for two hours a day. It's absolutely the
most important thing you can do if that thing is inside
you, tugging on your sleeve, hoping you'll notice it there,
urging you to be one of the storytellers. WD

.com
- S
ANNE LAMOTT: THEN AND NOW To read WD'’s June
1996 interview with Anne Lamott—which took place not
long after the release of Bird by Bird—uvisit writersdigest.

DIANA PAGE JORDAN (dianapagejordan.com) interviews
writers for radio, TV, the Web and print publications.
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