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 INTRODUCTION: HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

This book is divided into two parts. Part I defines creative nonfiction, tells you how and when creative nonfiction evolved, who the prime movers are, what the primary challenges are, and why creative nonfiction has become so popular and important in the literary, scholarly, journalistic, and publishing worlds.

I’ve titled Part I “What Is Creative Nonfiction?” If there were a subtitle, it would read: “Everything You Ever Wanted to Know, Everything That Is Important to Know, and Everything I Can Think of Related to Creative Nonfiction to Tell You, Except—How to Write It.”

Writing is an integral aspect of every page in Part I, which provides the parameters that will guide you as you conceive of your creative nonfiction writing product, whether it be essay, article, memoir, or book. Part I will help you as you choose a subject to write about, decide how and why you will or will not be a character in it, how you will research it, flesh it out for the first time on paper or computer display, fact-check it, edit it, polish it, pray for it—and continuously revise it.

All the rules of the game are here for you to contemplate so that you are well aware of the legal, ethical, and moral lines between factual creativity and over-the-line fabrication. All of this, including the writing process itself, will be discussed in detail, along with the passion, the spirituality, the painful frustrations, and the irreplaceable rewards of the creative nonfiction way of writing and living.

Which brings us to Part II. It guides and encourages you as you put pen to paper, fingers to keyboard and experience the magic moment of creation.

Composers are informed and motivated by music, artists by the work of the masters, Da Vinci, Van Gogh, Picasso. They may have been painting or composing before actually becoming grounded in their artistry, but they did not do their best work, were not recognized, and did not achieve greatness or professional credibility until they were thoroughly steeped in the background of their profession. So too with the art of creative nonfiction as delineated in Part I, which prepares you for Part II.

In Part II, you’ll incorporate the insight and knowledge you gained in Part I, and as the classic Nike advertising campaign challenged consumers: Just Do It!

“Doing it” means “writing—rewriting—revising” and then, when you’re finished—doing it again: turning your life or the lives of the people about whom you are writing into hard-hitting, compelling, informative, truthful, and accurate drama with vivid scenes, electrifying characters, and unforgettable messages.

On the last page of this book (but before the appendix), you can read my final message to you, specifying how you will achieve such a standard of excellence : write, revise, and rewrite until you are certain that you can’t go any farther, that you have achieved your best work. And then writing, revising, and rewriting again. Start something new but hold on to what you have just written for a while longer so that you can revisit each draft with perspective.

My goal in Part II is to teach you, inspire you, give you the confidence to write with courage and conviction and to nurture your work until it can stand as a testament to your persistence, your talent, and the inherent power of your story.

Because both parts of this book are essential, it hardly matters which you read first. Read spontaneously where the muse strikes your fancy—from beginning to end, from back to front—or start with some of the readings scattered throughout the text. After all, this is the way we write. We move in and out of the stories we tell, capturing the reader with the power of our words and the intensity and scope of our vision.

And speaking of reading, there are lots of great essays and excerpts in this book by new and established writers. Some of the work is mine, but mostly it’s from other writers like Gay Talese, Rebecca Skloot, Lauren Slater. I will ask you to read this work (and learn to read all creative writing)  with a “double eye”—learn to read from the point of view of the reader, your reader. It’s a kind of golden rule: writing for others in a way you might want others to write for you. That’s one eye. The other eye is teaching yourself to read like a writer, to understand the approach, the craft, the tricks of the trade of the writer you are reading. I will deconstruct some of the readings in this book, and then I will ask you to deconstruct some of the other readings on your own—with my help, of course.

 EXERCISE 1

No matter how old you are—eighteen or eighty—there have been significant moments in your life that represent something you have learned. It could be the scene at the dinner table when your parents announced to the family that they were divorcing—or the day you turned forty and felt old, or the moment you crossed the finish line of the Marine Corps Marathon, when you were fifty, and felt young.

In Part II, I devote a lot of time and attention to the elements and techniques that the writer needs to use when writing scenes. But for now, let me say that scene writing is true storytelling. A scene is an incident, an experience, a happening that the writer captures as cinematically as possible.

The experience—or the scene you are recreating—could actually come from someone you are writing about. A story you heard or an incident you observed. If you’re writing memoir, the event probably happened to you. And this is what we will focus on for now—you!

Begin to jot down experiences that you vividly remember. Sketch them out, reconstruct them in your own mind, and write them. What do they mean to you—or what might they mean to your readers? How might descriptions of those experiences help others? Go to work on that assignment, for you will revisit and expand it throughout the book.

Meanwhile, in Part I (page 3), I will recreate for you something that happened to me—the day, the moment, I became the Godfather. Life changed for me in the blink of an eye and provided me with an opportunity to spread the word about nonfiction storytelling, the literature of reality, and in the process, help readers and writers discover and develop a new avenue of expression.



So jump into this book wherever you choose. Learn what you need to know about creative nonfiction in any order—and begin to fulfill your mission as a writer, to tell your story, share your knowledge and wisdom, make an impact, and influence opinions and change lives.

By the way, in addition to readings, there will be periodic question and answer boxes. I do this once in a while because I am trying to relate to my readers and to anticipate your thoughts and questions while you are reading. It is also always good for a writer to change the pace of the book once in a while; it helps both the reader and the writer to focus and refocus, to think and review. This is part and parcel of what we want to do as creative nonfiction writers—to make our readers think more deeply about the stories we are telling and to make ourselves delve more deeply into the inherent meaning and clarity of our message. Capturing a story and connecting the story with our readers is what we are trying to do.

And please take note of the repetition of the word “story” and the idea of storytelling. As you will discover, many parts of this book are written in the creative nonfiction style, which is anchored in story, to demonstrate the genre it portrays. This is what creative nonfiction is all about—the basic, anchoring elements, whether it is personal essay, intense immersion, lyric essay, memoir, whatever subcategory you may want to label it. In the end, creative nonfiction means true stories, well told. That is what I intend to do—and exactly what I intend to help motivate you to do.

I work hard to help you along. There are two basic approaches to creative nonfiction—memoir/personal essay and immersion nonfiction. I have designed a series of exercises that will help you write one example of each kind of creative nonfiction.

By the time you finish this book, especially if you read it more than once, you will have written an immersion and a memoir. I am not saying it will be ready to send to an editor or agent, but you will have a solid draft to begin to shape and polish—and revise and revise.

So much for this introduction. Now let’s begin to read, think, and write.






Part I

 WHAT IS CREATIVE NONFICTION?





 The Birth of the Godfather
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I’m in the elevator in the University of Pittsburgh’s Cathedral of Learning, the tallest classroom building in the world. I’m heading for the English Department on the fifth floor where I’m teaching. But I’m uncomfortable and ill at ease because of what’s recently happened.

Then the elevator doors glide open and there standing before me is my colleague Bruce Dobler, a short, broad-shouldered fellow with a toothy smile. When he notices me, he raises his eyebrows and then drops to his knees, grabs my hand, and says, with breathless reverence, “I kiss your hand, Godfather.”

And then as I watch, confused and astounded . . . he does just that—with a loud, wet smmmack!

In the moment I had no idea why he was acting so crazily—but then it hit me. Bruce must have read James Wolcott’s Vanity Fair article making me look like a snake oil salesman and (maybe worse) a “navel gazer.” I was embarrassed to be presented to the world in that context—in Vanity Fair, with its more than a million readers (1,157,653 in 1997), to the chic literati, the movers and shakers, so to speak. That’s why I’d been so out of sorts that day.

The article was an ambush; neither Wolcott nor Vanity Fair had interviewed or contacted me. A former student had discovered it the night before my elevator encounter with Dobler while she was browsing through the new magazines at a supermarket checkout counter. She’d telephoned  me with the news that morning. I’d considered hiding out and not leaving my house for a while, but I soon realized how silly that was. And then at the Cathedral of Learning elevator, Bruce Dobler showed me how I would need to adjust to and appreciate my fifteen minutes of fame and celebrity.

Wolcott had also ridiculed others in his diatribe against the genre I’d been writing, editing, and championing for years—creative nonfiction—but he’d singled me out as the worst of a bad bunch. Wolcott had said it in big bold letters, and it was an unforgettable label to be stuck with. Not only was I a “navel gazer,” I was something worse. He’d dubbed me the “godfather behind creative nonfiction.”

When I first read the article I was mortified. It wasn’t good to be roasted in such a prestigious national magazine, not good for my image as an English professor and my rapport with my conservative academic colleagues—or so I thought. But Dobler got the picture and made me remember what Oscar Wilde had said about criticism: “The only thing worse than being talked about—is not being talked about.”

On the upside, being lambasted in Vanity Fair attracted attention to the genre. Over the next few years, many people began to read and experiment with creative nonfiction. As a result it enjoyed unprecedented growth and was transformed into an expanding literary movement with an unbridled momentum—it became the fastest-growing genre in the literary and publishing worlds.

In 1997, when Wolcott disparaged me as the godfather, many people were writing and reading creative nonfiction, which, of course, is why it was a topic to target. But Wolcott didn’t realize that few people knew what to call the form, how to write it, or where to try to publish their work. With Wolcott’s article and Vanity Fair’s million-plus readers, people began to understand that what they were reading and writing had a name—a label—as well as a rationale and a burgeoning audience. From that time on, creative nonfiction became the genre to contend with in the literary world—the literature of reality.






 The Definition Debate
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James Wolcott was not the only one ridiculing creative nonfiction, although the reasons for the ridicule varied. Mostly, at least at the outset, the problem was the word “creative.” On the one hand, it was thought to be pretentious. Academics especially found this to be troubling. Their mantra was that you don’t tell people that you’re being creative—they’re supposed to recognize it and tell you.

Journalists also opposed the term “creative,” although for different reasons. Creativity, they insisted, meant making things up—fabricating facts—something journalists are never supposed to do. (Just ask William Randolph Hearst or Jason Blair!) To avoid the word “creative,” some academics and reporters began calling the genre “literary nonfiction” or “literary journalism.” Neither label caught on.

“Literary” sounds as pretentious as “creative.” And although most creative nonfiction contains a journalistic element (depending, of course, on how you define journalism), the assumption that all creative nonfiction was also journalism was inaccurate.

Prior to the use of the term “creative nonfiction,” this kind of writing had gained popularity as the “new journalism,” due in large part to Tom Wolfe, who published a book by that title in 1973. But that term led to debate about the use of the word “new.” A.J. Liebling, George Orwell, James Baldwin, and Lillian Ross, to name only a few masters of the literature of  reality, were publishing their work a half century before Tom Wolfe—so what was new about the “new journalism”?

Recently the word “narrative”—as in “narrative journalism” and “narrative nonfiction”—has gained popularity. Everyone has personal stories or narratives: politicians, movie stars, businessmen and women. Yet creative nonfiction does not strictly adhere to one narrative form; there’s the lyric essay, the segmented essay, and the prose poem, all of which can be nonfiction.

But in the end, the name game is a waste of time and energy. It doesn’t matter what you call it; much more important is how you define it—and how you make it work.




 WHAT IS IT—OR ISN’T IT? 

The banner of the magazine I’m proud to have founded and I continue to edit, Creative Nonfiction, defines the genre simply, succinctly, and accurately as “true stories well told.” And that, in essence, is what creative nonfiction is all about.

In some ways, creative nonfiction is like jazz—it’s a rich mix of flavors, ideas, and techniques, some of which are newly invented and others as old as writing itself. Creative nonfiction can be an essay, a journal article, a research paper, a memoir, or a poem; it can be personal or not, or it can be all of these.

The words “creative” and “nonfiction” describe the form. The word “creative” refers to the use of literary craft, the techniques fiction writers, playwrights, and poets employ to present nonfiction—factually accurate prose about real people and events—in a compelling, vivid, dramatic manner. The goal is to make nonfiction stories read like fiction so that your readers are as enthralled by fact as they are by fantasy. But the stories are true.

The word “creative” has been criticized in this context because some people have maintained that being creative means that you pretend or exaggerate or make up facts and embellish details. This is completely incorrect.

It is possible to be honest and straightforward and brilliant and creative at the same time. Albert Einstein, Jacques Cousteau, Stephen Hawking,  and Abraham Lincoln are just a few of the brilliant leaders and thinkers who wrote truthful, accurate, and factual material—and were among the most imaginative and creative writers of their time and ours.

The word “creative” in creative nonfiction has to do with how the writer conceives ideas, summarizes situations, defines personalities, describes places—and shapes and presents information. “Creative” doesn’t mean inventing what didn’t happen, reporting and describing what wasn’t there. It doesn’t mean that the writer has a license to lie. The word “nonfiction” means the material is true.

The cardinal rule is clear—and cannot be violated. This is the pledge the writer makes to the reader—the maxim we live by, the anchor of creative nonfiction: “You can’t make this stuff up!”




 WHO COINED THE TERM “CREATIVE NONFICTION”? 

Nobody knows, exactly. I’ve been using it since the early 1970s, although if I were to pinpoint a time when the term became “official,” it would be in 1983, at a meeting convened by the National Endowment for the Arts to deal with the question of what to call the genre as a category for the NEA’s creative writing fellowships. Initially, the fellowships bestowed grant money ($7,500 at the time; today, $20,000) to poets and fiction writers only, although the NEA had long recognized the “art” of nonfiction and was trying to find a way to describe the category so writers would understand what kind of work to submit for consideration.

“Essay” was the term used to describe this “artful” nonfiction, but that didn’t quite capture the essence of the genre. Technically, scholars of all sorts were writing “essays,” but these were usually academic critiques—not accessible in style or content to the general public, even the most informed. Newspaper columnists were writing “essays” in a way, but these were mostly short opinion pieces, lacking the narrative and the depth of research artful essays demanded.

The word “journalism” didn’t fit the category either, although the best creative nonfiction does require a significant aspect of reportage. For a while the NEA used the term “belles-lettres,” a kind of writing that favors  style over substance. If nothing else, the pomposity of the term was off-putting. None of these labels captured the essence of the compelling, character-driven, story-oriented literature they were seeking. Eventually one of the NEA members in the meeting that day pointed out that a rebel in his English Department was campaigning for the term “creative nonfiction.” That rebel was me. From that time on, the commonly accepted name for the kind of writing we’re examining in this book was “creative nonfiction.”





 The Fastest-Growing Genre
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Despite the controversy over its name—or perhaps because of it—creative nonfiction has become the most popular genre in the literary and publishing communities.

These days the biggest publishers—HarperCollins, Random House, Norton, and others—are seeking creative nonfiction titles more vigorously than literary fiction and poetry. (I’m distinguishing here between “literary” and “popular” fiction; the latter includes work by master storytellers like John Grisham and James Patterson.) Recent creative nonfiction titles from major publishers on the best-seller lists include Laura Hillenbrand’s Unbroken , Dave Eggers’s Zeitoun, Rebecca Skloot’s The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks, and Jeannette Walls’s The Glass Castle. Even small and academic (university) presses that previously would have published only books of regional interest, along with criticism and poetry, are actively seeking creative nonfiction titles these days. The University of Nebraska Press, Other Press, McSweeney’s, Feminist Press, Graywolf Press, and many more have won major publishing awards, such as the National Book Award or the National Book Critics Circle Awards, and attracted new literary audiences for their creative nonfiction titles.

In the academic community generally, creative nonfiction has become the popular way to write. Through creative writing programs mostly within English departments at small colleges and large universities, from Princeton to Iowa to Columbia, students can earn undergraduate degrees, MFA  degrees, and PhDs in creative nonfiction—not only in the United States but in Australia, New Zealand, and throughout the world. Creative nonfiction . is the dominant form in publications like the New Yorker, Esquire, and Vanity Fair. You will even find creative nonfiction stories featured on the front page of the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal. We will look at some examples of that later in this book.

If you leaf through magazines published in the 1960s and 1970s (you may have to use microfiche), you’ll see that creative nonfiction was dominant then as well. Gay Talese, Truman Capote, Lillian Ross, and Norman Mailer regularly contributed what we now call creative nonfiction to the magazines noted above as well as to magazines that no longer exist, like Collier’s and the Saturday Review.

The big difference between then and now is that this artful nonfiction is rapidly growing, while readership and sales of literary and popular (paperback) fiction have remained stagnant or decreased—and that the genre now has a name most everyone accepts.




 SUBGENRES 

Just like poetry and fiction, creative nonfiction includes subgenres. In poetry, subgenres have to do with form, while in fiction subject matter and voice often signify divisions. “Chick lit” is mainly written by women for women, addressing women’s issues often in a lighthearted manner, such as The Devil Wears Prada by Lauren Weisberger. Detective, spy, and mystery novels, like John Grisham’s The Firm or Tom Clancy’s The Hunt for Red October, invariably appear on fiction best-seller lists.

Like these titles, most fiction published today is “popular.” These books appeal to a broad audience and focus more on plot than characterization and style, which are more “literary.” Jonathan Franzen’s The Corrections and Freedom are examples of literary fiction that has managed to attract a popular audience, perhaps because Franzen is able to probe and criticize, in an amusing way, the American middle class.

Many categories in nonfiction storytelling—creative nonfiction—relate to specific subjects, such as baseball, business, science, and law. If your work belongs to a particular subject matter, you have a built-in audience that can  be pinpointed and categorized. The bookstore buyer or manager will know exactly where to place your book. The downside to categorization is that your book can be isolated from the general browser/reader who is not interested in, say, psychology or golf. However, bookstore categorization may not matter as much in this age of online browsing and electronic book buying. The challenge is to target your niche audience by concentrating on subject while, at the same time, enticing the general reader by making the subject seem secondary and the characters and the narrative primary and irresistibly compelling. This dual appeal to a dual audience can be very effective—and profitable.




 CROSSING GENRES 

Some people refer to creative nonfiction as the fourth genre—behind drama, poetry, and fiction. But creative nonfiction is also a second genre for some prestigious writers. Ernest Hemingway, the Nobel laureate best known for fiction, wrote stirring creative nonfiction like Death in the Afternoon , his paean to bullfighting. George Orwell, James Baldwin, John Updike, Phillip Roth, Truman Capote, and David Mamet have distinguished themselves equally in fiction or drama, and in creative nonfiction. Mary Karr, Diane Ackerman, and Terry Tempest Williams were poets first before discovering the potential of creative nonfiction, which has brought them fame and fortune.

Creative nonfiction is not only the second genre for some authors but it’s also the second profession for many distinguished men and women. Scientists like Oliver Sacks, historians like Edmund Morris, movie stars like Rob Lowe, comedians like Tina Fey, journalists like Bob Woodward, and baseball players like Jim Bouton are all writing or have written successful and compelling works of creative nonfiction.




 POETRY IS (OFTEN) CREATIVE NONFICTION 

Poetry can be closer to nonfiction than you might imagine. Many poets contend that their poems are, in essence, nonfiction—spiritual and literal truth—presented in free form or verse. What some people refer to as the  “lyric” essay can be poetry. In composing the lyric essay, writers emphasize artfulness over information. Meditation takes precedence over narrative, logic, and persuasion. Poets Claudia Rankine (Don’t Let Me Be Lonely), Lia Purpura (On Looking), and anthologist/writer John D’Agata (The Next American Essay) have been championing the lyric essay most recently. The skills and objectives of the best poets are the skills and objectives most vital for those who write factual pieces.

One of the most formidable challenges of the nonfiction writer is to learn to develop a targeted focus. We devote weeks, months, and sometimes years to the study and observation of different subcultures, places, and ideas. For any given piece, journalists and essayists can tell many stories, go off on dozens of tangents, while gradually coming to focus on the meaning of their research, ideas, and interviews.

The best poets consistently control not only the structure of their poems but also the scope and range of vision. They are able to translate and communicate complicated ideas with compact specificity, even as they are being informative and dramatic, which is what good creative nonfiction is all about. Some poets are oriented toward the subtle (and sometimes not so subtle) propagation of a social cause; this is also in the deepest and noblest of journalistic traditions. Poetry and journalism can pursue the same ends and are not as far apart as you might think. Poets and journalists are often in sync, seeking “larger truths.”




 FLEXIBILITY, FREEDOM, AND THE LARGER TRUTH 

Gay Talese, in the introduction to Fame and Obscurity (1970), his landmark collection of profiles of public figures including Frank Sinatra, Joe DiMaggio, and Peter O’Toole, described his work specifically and the new journalism generally, in this way: “Though often reading like fiction, it is not fiction. It is, or should be, as reliable as the most reliable reportage, although it seeks a larger truth [my italics] than is possible through the mere compilation of verifiable facts, the use of direct quotations, and adherence to the rigid organizational style of the older form.”

This may be creative nonfiction’s greatest asset: it offers flexibility and freedom while adhering to the basic tenets of reportage. In creative nonfiction,  writers can be poetic and journalistic simultaneously. Creative nonfiction writers are encouraged to use literary and cinematic techniques, from scene to dialogue to description to point of view, to write about themselves and others, capturing real people and real life in ways that can and have changed the world.

What is most important and enjoyable about creative nonfiction is that it not only allows but also encourages writers to become a part of the story or essay they are writing. This personal involvement creates a special magic that can help alleviate the anxiety of the writing experience; it provides satisfaction and self-discovery, flexibility, and freedom.





 Truth Or . . .
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James Frey was an alcoholic, a drug addict, and a criminal. He went to prison for three months where he endured torturous experiences, including a series of root canals—without painkillers—but he survived and in the end courageously rehabilitated himself. He then wrote a raw confessional book so moving and life changing that Oprah Winfrey was seduced by its power and drama. Oprah featured him on her show as “the man who kept Oprah up all night.” The book, A Million Little Pieces (2003), became a national best-seller. It made millions of dollars and catapulted the writer from invisibility to fame and fortune.

The Smoking Gun, a website that specializes in investigative reportage, later published an in-depth exposé of the book. Based on a six-week investigation, it outed Frey as a liar and phony—the biggest literary fake since the early 1970s when Clifford Irving pretended to have written a biography of the reclusive billionaire Howard Hughes. Among the many exaggerations and fabrications, Frey had not gone to jail for more than half a day, the root canals without pain medication never happened, and his description of a friend’s suicide was untrue. The moral of the Frey tale is that if you make stuff up, you very likely will get caught and there will be consequences. Frey has blamed his addiction for his miscues.

Since being outed, James Frey has published other books, fiction and nonfiction, which have sold fairly well. But his credibility remains seriously  damaged. Oprah lambasted him on her show and he was criticized on a TV special devoted to the controversy on CNN’s Larry King Live.

James Frey was not alone in deceiving readers. Stephen Glass, fresh out of the University of Pennsylvania, became a sought-after young reporter in the nation’s capital, producing breathtaking pieces for the New Republic, Rolling Stone, and the New York Times. But his most significant talent was his ability to fabricate stories and then cover up his lies. By creating fictitious websites and sketching out invisible and nonexistent sources, along with phony URLs and telephone numbers, Glass maintained his charade. According to H. G. (Buzz) Bissinger, author of Friday Night Lights, who profiled Glass for Vanity Fair, it was “the most sustained fraud in modern journalism.”

Glass disappeared for five years, attending law school, and emerged in 2009 to promote a novel based on his life, The Fabulist. CBS’s 60 Minutes also profiled Glass in 2009 as he promoted his book. Glass was hoping to pass the New York state bar at that time. He had passed the written exam, but “there are questions about his character and his fitness to pass the bar,” according to 60 Minutes. Glass will probably not easily—and perhaps never—return to the journalism field. Leon Wieseltier, literary editor of the New Republic, told 60 Minutes: “He’s a worm. I have no place in my heart for him any longer.”

Glass was contrite in his 60 Minutes interview. But in response to interviewer Steve Croft’s question, Is the person being interviewed “really Stephen Glass or just another character that he has invented?” former New Republic executive editor Charles Lane, who eventually helped expose Glass, replied: “If it was sunny outside and Steve and I were both standing outside in the sun and Steve came to me and said, ‘It’s a sunny day,’ I would immediately go check with two other people to make sure it was a sunny day.”




 HALL OF FAME OF FAKERS 

Frey and Glass were rank amateurs compared to Clifford Irving, whom Time magazine named “The 1972 Con Man of the Year,” after being caught  trying to fool the world with his fake biography of Howard Hughes. Irving went to prison for seventeen months.

Not long after the Irving/Hughes scandal, Lillian Hellman, the respected playwright, published her memoir Pentimento (1973) that, among other things, detailed how she smuggled money to her childhood friend Julia, who was resisting the Nazis in Vienna. The book was made into a movie in 1977 (Julia) starring Jane Fonda and Vanessa Redgrave. But ten years later, Yale University Press published Muriel Gardiner’s memoir, Code Name “Mary,” which was so close to Julia’s story that most critics believe Hellman lifted the story from Gardiner.

Other popular stories scrutinized for truth and accuracy include Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil, John Berendt’s best-seller about a murder in Savannah. Berendt has admitted to making up dialogue and rearranging the story chronology. Oprah was fooled a second time by Herman Rosenblat. His manuscript “Angel at the Fence,” under contract but not yet published, dramatized a Holocaust love story, depicting Rosenblat’s first encounter with Roma, the woman who was to become his wife. He was in a concentration camp and she, disguised as a Christian farm girl, tossed apples over the camp’s fence to him.

Rosenblat wrote that he never forgot this wonderful woman—and when they met on a blind date a decade after the war, he embraced and married her. Oprah was so moved that she hosted the Rosenblats twice, calling their romance “the single greatest love story” ever written. When it was discovered that the story was fiction, Berkeley Books canceled publication in 2008.

Question: But why didn’t the editor—or the publisher—make certain Frey and Rosenblat were telling the truth?

Answer: Publishers usually shift responsibility to the author. Publishers contend that they cannot afford to take the time or spend the money to do the necessary fact checking. They require the writer to sign a contract attesting to the manuscript’s veracity.

Question: So they’re off the hook?

Answer: They hope they’re off the hook—but they can be sued as easily as can the writer.

Question: But this doesn’t make sense. The publisher has so much more to lose than the lowly writer.

Answer: Publishers also have more attorneys to protect them.

Question: Well, isn’t it the case that a disclaimer protects everybody—writer and publisher? Just print it in the front or the back of the book that the story is true to the best of your ability. Like the old TV show Dragnet: “The names have been changed to protect the innocent.”

Answer: It might help, but it is no guarantee you are protected.

Question: And I can also get the people I am writing about to sign a permission disclaimer form which pretty much grants me freedom to use their names and stories and to write about them in ways I feel are most effective. That’s the other thing I can do to protect myself, right?

Answer: Let’s say it is not totally wrong. Disclaimers and permissions may help your case if you are sued, but there’s really no guarantee that the terms you define will be recognized and enforced in a legal dispute. And asking people you are writing about to sign a permission /disclaimer form might make them think a second time about cooperating with you. It will put them on edge.

Question: So what’s a writer to do?

Answer: Read the upcoming fact-checking section (as well as the sections on slander and libel and truth telling) and protect yourself in every way possible. Don’t rely on your editor or publisher to come to your defense—especially when you are under attack by the media, an attorney, or a person about whom you have written. You’re on your own. And in some ways, this is best, for you are the master of your own destiny. It is up to you to safeguard the covenant between you and your reader by being responsible for your own credibility.







 Truth and Fact
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Say you’re sitting in a local Starbucks with my most recent ex-wife and she’s telling you all of the reasons she decided to divorce me. She names my flaws one by one. By the end of the conversation, you understand how difficult it was to live with me, a workaholic, always traveling, constantly complaining, and never wanting to settle down. And even when I’m home, I insist on waking up at 4:30 AM seven days a week. I was too difficult to be married to, so it’s understandable that she had to divorce me.

Now that you know her side of the story, you say good-bye to my ex-wife and walk down the street to another coffee shop for your meeting with me. This place is called The Coffee Tree Roasters. The front window can be lifted automatically, kind of like a garage door. It’s sunny and warm today so we sit and talk by the open window, enjoying the comfort of the sun, refreshed from time to time by a cool breeze.

Meanwhile, I sip my fifth cup of coffee so far today—it’s only 11:00 AM—while I tell you, detail by detail, reason after reason, why my latest marriage collapsed. She knew I was a writer, and she knew what kind of life I led before we were married; after all, we’d lived together for five years before we made it official. But she was always complaining, wanting me to change—and her mother hated me and made our lives miserable. Yes, it was her decision to get divorced, but the marriage was her problem, not mine.

Less than an hour later, you’re out the door, waving good-bye to me through the window. You think as you walk down the street and get into your car, after listening to both of those stories, it almost seems like two different marriages, so opposite were the perceptions of the former spouses. For a moment, you wonder which of us to believe. Who’s telling the truth? And then you realize: possibly we both are.

Truth is personal—it is what we see, assume, and believe, filtered through our own lens and orientation. Although it may revolve around the same subject or issue, the truth as one person perceives it may not be the same truth another person sees. I didn’t make anything up about my ex-wife. I told you honestly how I saw the dissolution of our marriage. And my ex-wife was equally honest with you about me; she gave you her perspective on why our marriage failed.

There are many truths to a story and many versions of the same story. Here in the United States, juries often hear eyewitnesses testifying under oath about the same murder or robbery scene or incident; these witnesses often give many conflicting details. Jurors may be left with an impression of two or three different men or women committing the same crime.

Let’s contrast truth with willful fabrication. James Frey lied. His six hours in jail may have seemed like three months—but they weren’t and he knew the facts. Stephen Glass lied and went through elaborate machinations to mislead his editors and his readers. He simply made stuff up. These authors weren’t writing creative nonfiction. They weren’t even writing fiction. They were dishonest, violating the trust between writers, editors, publishers, and readers. Glass and Frey knew the truth and altered it for their own benefit.

My ex-wife and I—and most creative nonfiction writers—tell stories as we remember them, even though aspects of our stories may conflict. Our perceptions are different, as was yours when you heard both of our stories. Your perception of our marriage will probably fall somewhere between the two versions you heard. And your recollections of your encounters with us on that particular morning, and the stories we told, may be as flawed and conflicting as ours were about one another.




 FACT CHECKING 

This does not mean that you as a creative nonfiction writer have a clear field to write anything you remember—or anything others remember, if you’re telling someone else’s story. There are facts in all stories that cannot be blurred or changed by perception. Description and detail—like how many floors are in the Cathedral of Learning at the University of Pittsburgh—can be confirmed. The date of the Vanity Fair article, the words I attribute to both Wolcott and Wilde—all of that can be confirmed and much more, usually with research.

Is that really the Coffee Tree around the corner from Starbucks in my neighborhood? Does it have a front window that can be raised like a garage door? It’s the responsibility of the creative nonfiction writer to confirm every fact that can be confirmed. Is the English Department at the University of Pittsburgh on the fifth floor? And was it located there at the time this incident occurred? If not, and a reader is aware of this inaccuracy, then how can the reader be sure of my credibility?

Then there’s truth that can only be confirmed by memory and perception. Did Bruce Dobler drop to his knees or just bend down? Did he kiss my hand or just feign kissing it and make a smacking sound with his lips? Was he having fun with me or making fun of me? Was this an act of respect and appreciation—or derision? We could ask Bruce, of course, and he’d give you his interpretation, which may well differ from mine. However he responds, we’d both be telling the truth from our perspective. (Bruce Dobler died in 2010, so for purposes of verification, the only remaining eyewitness to this event, as far as I know, is me.)

Because a blurry line exists between fact and truth, readers will usually make a judgment about the veracity of the stories being told and ideas presented based on their faith in the narrator. The higher the credibility of the storyteller, the more accepting readers will be. Making stuff up, no matter how minor or unimportant, or not being diligent in certifying the accuracy of the available information, endangers the bond between writer and reader. You don’t have to be objective or balanced in presenting your narrative, but you must be trustworthy and your facts must be right if you’re going to be a credible writer of creative nonfiction.




 FACT CHECKING SEDARIS 

Readers love David Sedaris. He’s clever, funny, and self-effacing. His books have sold more than 7 million copies, and when Sedaris performs in person, he knocks the audience dead.

But Alex Heard, a veteran magazine editor who once worked with Sedaris, thought that some of Sedaris’s stories seemed far-fetched, that his characters were conveniently eccentric—perfect to write about—and that the dialogue was sometimes too precious and perfect to believe. So Heard fact-checked many classic moments in Sedaris’s books and wrote a three-part article about what he found out, which was published in 2007 in the New Republic. Heard retraced Sedaris’s childhood, from which much of Sedaris’s classic work emerged, and he interviewed his relatives and friends, including Sedaris himself. Heard discovered that Sedaris radically embellishes many of the situations he describes and often fabricates dialogue, a fact that Sedaris, when confronted, admits: “I exaggerate wildly, for the sake of the story. Mostly in dialogue,” he once told the New Orleans Times-Picayune.

Three examples follow, first from Naked. Heard visited Empire Haven, a woodsy retreat in the Finger Lakes region of New York, the nudist colony Sedaris profiled. He interviewed Empire Haven’s co-owner, Marleen Robinson, who was able to identify Dusty, a Naked character whose comic function in the story is to ridicule Sedaris about his citified ways.

“Oh,” Dusty sputters at one point, “you’re all just so sophisticated sitting in your little cafés and looking up at the Empire State Building while the rest of us lie around in haystacks smoking our corncob pipes.”

In another story, Sedaris writes: “Here’s a woman on a bus ride from North Carolina to Oregon, hollering about her baby’s shiftless father: ‘I said, I got a good mind to call him Cecil Fucking Fuckwad, after his daddy, you ugly fucking fuckwad.’”

And finally in a third piece, here’s David’s mom, Sharon Sedaris, discussing David’s nervous tics with his second grade teacher: “I know exactly what you’re talking about. The eyes rolling every which way, it’s like talking to a slot machine. Hopefully, one day he’ll pay off, but until then, what do you say we have ourselves another glass of wine?”

Are they true? Did these conversations take place and was the dialogue accurate? Sedaris told Heard that the Dusty quote is partly fabricated and the other two are totally made up.

Sedaris fabricated not only conversations but descriptions of places, characters, and entire situations. Not always, Heard points out. For example, Sedaris “really did hitchhike from Ohio to North Carolina with a girl in a wheelchair,” described in “The Incomplete Quad.” Heard’s point was that Sedaris is funny and more or less harmless in most instances, but he is an untrustworthy narrator. Sedaris not only admitted to his sins (my italics) but didn’t seem to care that he had been outed by Heard. He told a reporter from Newsday, “I’m probably lucky the person [Heard] who wrote it is so incompetent.”

Heard’s investigation triggered a dialogue about the latitude humorists should be allowed. “Exaggeration and embellishment are what allow humor to suggest larger truths,” according to the Raleigh News Observer, and the San Francisco Chronicle said, “A humorist has lots of latitude because funny things don’t usually write funny.”

But these are shallow and inadequate observations. Real stories, factual stuff, reported accurately and skillfully, can evoke many emotions, from humor to tragedy to fear. It doesn’t follow that humorists alone should receive a free pass—and a shortcut to larger truths. There are countless larger truths in politics, war, or science that can be illuminated and made more raw and poignant through fabrication and exaggeration. I have no problem with Sedaris (or James Thurber, for example, or Woody Allen) radically embellishing true stories, but let’s call them what they are: fiction. Humor is not subject to another set of rules in nonfiction.




 HAVE I TOTALLY D’AGATA-ED THIS? 

Am I making a big deal out of truth, accuracy, and fact checking in creative nonfiction? Yes! And for good reason: honesty and credibility are the bone and sinew, the essential irrefutable anchoring elements of nonfiction. Besides, it doesn’t make a lot of sense to make stuff up. How can lying to readers do you, the writer—or them—any good?

But this is John D’Agata’s premise in the book The Lifespan of a Fact. According to D’Agata, changing facts, altering truth is justifiable if you do it in the name of art. This sounds preposterous, but his ideas have attracted some attention—mostly, not surprisingly, animosity.

The book’s back story begins in 2003. D’Agata had written an essay on assignment for Harper’s about a teenager who committed suicide in Las Vegas. The essay was rejected because of factual inaccuracies. This should be the end of the story and the essay. What magazine would want to publish a nonfiction piece rejected because the author was not being truthful? But The Believer agreed to publish it.

Jim Fingal, an intern fresh out of college, is assigned to fact-check D’Agata, who rejects the notion that he needs to be fact-checked or for that matter, that he’s expected to be truthful. Fingal does his job, calling out D’Agata sentence by sentence, word for word, on what he calls the “factual disputes” (and “factual quibbles” and “factual nudgings”). D’Agata vehemently resists any changes, no matter how blatantly wrong he may be.

For example, when Fingal proves that there are thirty-one strip clubs in Las Vegas and not thirty-four as claimed, D’Agata says: “The rhythm of ‘thirty-four’ was better in the sentence than the rhythm of ‘thirty-one,’ so I changed it.” And when he swaps the name of a bar from “Boston Saloon” to “Bucket of Blood,” it’s okay, because “‘Bucket of Blood’ is more interesting.” And when Fingal demonstrates that D’Agata’s information about how many heart attacks took place during a certain time period in Las Vegas—there were eight, not four—and asks if the text should be changed, D’Agata replies: “I’d like to leave it as it is.”

Fingal is astonished: “But that would be intentionally inaccurate . . . Aren’t you worried about your credibility with the reader?”

“I’m not running for public office,” D’Agata replies. “I’m trying to write something that’s interesting to read.”

And so it goes. D’Agata is an associate professor teaching creative nonfiction writing at the University of Iowa, and the author or editor of four books, so he should know better—and I am sure he does. So what is he up to? You could say, as some have, that he is lazy, unwilling to follow through with the heavy and often tedious background work to get it right. You could  say he doesn’t care about his responsibility as a writer to tell a story and enlighten his readership, or even the people about whom he is writing. You could say—and I would agree—that D’Agata is downright arrogant.

The writer, through history, has always tried to make a difference, to touch readers, to make them aware of what is going on around them. We have learned that information, enhanced by story, can be ammunition: our weapon for change. President Obama made his entire staff read a New Yorker essay by Atul Gawande about ways to control the rising costs of health care. Gawande spotlighted the health care system in McAllen, Texas, where patients suffer through twice as many cardiac surgeries as the national average, ambulance spending is four times higher and health care costs during the end of life are eight times higher, and compares health care costs in similar size towns in order to spotlight unnecessary waste and mismanagement. Some of the ideas from Gawande’s piece ended up in the Obama health care package, and so the consequences of misreporting—or inaccuracy for any reason—could have been profound.

There are many wonderful books of creative nonfiction that are dramatically, stylistically, rhythmically powerful and factually accurate that have made a difference, some of which are excerpted or discussed here—from Rebecca Skloot’s The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks, most recently, to Susan Sheehan’s Pulitzer Prize–winning Is There No Place on Earth for Me? We could all make such a list of books and writers whose spellbinding narrative nonfiction has helped influence public opinion while remaining true to fact: Rachel Carson, John Hersey, Ernest Hemingway, Ernie Pyle. They were all reporters.

Not D’Agata, who tells Fingal, “I am not a reporter and I have never claimed to be a reporter.” This maybe true, on a certain level, but it is nevertheless a ridiculous claim: all nonfiction contains a significant amount of reportage. (For that matter, so does most fiction.) In his essay, D’Agata is—accurately or not—reporting, researching, and interviewing. In creative nonfiction, the reporting may be filtered by a writer’s perception and the use of narrative, but that does not mean we are creating characters and situations—nor does it mean that we are willfully altering facts. We are recreating, as vividly as possible, in dramatic form, what we think happened.  That said, it’s also our responsibility to relate the facts we know—without purposefully altering them.

D’Agata, however, maintains that the information in essays doesn’t have to be factually accurate. It maybe, in the classic informal essay, that style often takes precedence over substance—but the substance must nevertheless remain reliable and accurate. Fabrication is fiction. Most people recognize that creative nonfiction is a challenge in balancing substance with style—based in the belief that the substance is most important and the style is the vehicle that makes the substance more compelling to a larger readership.

But D’Agata is not really writing for the general public. For what it’s worth, he acknowledges this. And this acknowledgment, I believe, answers my earlier question about what he’s up to.

As you will see on page 60, D’Agata helped introduce the term “lyric essay” to university creative writing programs. He has vigorously promoted the lyric essay, and the term has captured a bit of cachet. Interestingly, D’Agata’s initial definition of the lyric essay conflicts with his current attitude toward fact. The complete definition can be found on page 60, but D’Agata and his mentor Deborah Tall say “the lyric essay has an overt desire to engage with facts, melding its allegiance to the actual with its passion for imaginative form.” Allegiance to the actual: that, to me, clearly implies a loyalty to truth and accuracy.

Yet he contradicts himself repeatedly, insisting that he has an appreciative audience. As D’Agata tells Fingal during their debate about the importance of four versus eight heart attacks: “The readers who care about the difference between ‘four’ and ‘eight’ might stop trusting me. But the readers who care about interesting sentences and the metaphorical effect that the accumulation of those sentences achieve will probably forgive me.”

His colleagues will probably forgive him. They may even make jokes (like one of my colleagues, who said that she totally “D’Agata-ed” something she wrote, meaning that she fudged it), and they will speculate about the income D’Agata will make on his book tours and through his interviews.

But can anyone trust him? Frey has salvaged his career to a certain extent and Glass turned his life of lying into a novel. But respect for their character and motives will be illusive, as it will be for D’Agata.

“I guess I’m confused; what exactly are the benefits of using ‘four’ versus ‘eight’ in this sentence?” Fingal asks D’Agata at one point. This is a question that D’Agata obviously cannot answer without admitting to the emptiness of his argument. His reply is telling:

“I’m done talking about this.”




 CREDIBILITY—AND CORRECTNESS 

An annoyed reader recently discovered a factual mistake in an essay we published in Creative Nonfiction. A description of Lake Tahoe was “absolutely false,” he wrote. “Lake Tahoe is NOT ‘the largest and deepest body of fresh water in the United States’, Lake Superior is the largest, at 31,700 square miles and containing 10% of the fresh water in the world. Crater Lake in southern Oregon . . . is the deepest lake in the United States at 1,932–1,949 feet and over 300 feet deeper than Lake Tahoe. Lake Tahoe is merely the largest ALPINE lake in the United States.” It was “a big difference,” the disgruntled reader concluded in his email.

Chances are it was not a big difference to most readers, who were probably oblivious to this fact. It didn’t seem to make a big difference in the content or impact of the essay, either. So why should we at Creative Nonfiction care? What’s the big deal?

To this reader, the big deal was that the writer was being lazy. She didn’t fact-check herself—an easy task that would have taken her “a couple of clicks with the mouse on the internet.” Creative Nonfiction was at fault, as well. “Editors and/or fact checkers at your magazine should have caught this blatant mistake. It would have saved the writer from embarrassment in a national literary magazine, since other readers undoubtedly caught it, too, over such an easily recognizable research flub.”

Checking for factual accuracy is usually not complicated. You can question or debate “truth”—how I see a certain subject or remember a certain incident maybe different from your perception and recollection. But the size or the depth of a lake or the number of floors in a classroom building can and should be researched and confirmed.

Factual accuracy is different from personal truth. A reader who knows that a writer is careful about the facts is often predisposed to accept the  writer’s version of the truth. If we can’t rely on writers to Google the details in their essays, then how can we believe the questionable contentions in their stories, especially in situations where we must take the writer’s word? It’s a question of credibility.

“I’m not surprised that this writer would make such an error (we all have if we write long enough),” the annoyed reader continued, “nor do I care whether the rest of her writing is marvelous or not . . . but, to be truthful, I didn’t finish the piece because if there are obvious errors of fact in the first two pages, you immediately lose me as a reader.”

This Lake Tahoe gaffe was a mistake, an oversight, easily correctable, and because it was so easily correctable it shouldn’t have been allowed to happen—not by the writer or the editors. The writer lost a reader and the magazine may have lost a subscriber.




 WHAT ABOUT THE BOTS? 

In 2010, The King’s Speech starring Colin Firth was the movie to watch—it was the story of King George VI of Britain, his ascension to the throne, and the speech therapist who helped him control his stuttering so that he was able to address the British people with thoughtfulness and power.

Following close behind in attention and vying for Oscar honors was The Social Network. This movie begins in the autumn of 2003 when Harvard undergrad and computer programming nerd Mark Zuckerberg, played by Jesse Eisenberg, sits down in his dorm room and creates Facebook, triggering a revolution in communication and a multibillion dollar corporation. In both movies, the viewer learns a great deal about the two protagonists, as well as the cast of characters surrounding them and the temper of the times. Maybe.

Question: Are these movies anchored in fact? Are they true?

Answer: Yes and yes. And no and no. They’re a hybrid form of moviemaking called BOTS—based on a true story.



BOTS are a popular and often profitable part of our artistic culture. Directors like Oliver Stone have carved a significant reputation making such  films. Stone has produced, so far, a presidential trilogy, beginning most recently with W in addition to JFK and Nixon. There are Academy Award–winning BOTS from past generations, such as Patton and Lawrence of Arabia, for which George C. Scott and Peter O’Toole, respectively, won best actor Oscars. BOTS contain many factual elements but are mostly fiction.

We’re not talking only movies here. Hundreds (and maybe thousands) of novels are based on true stories. Classics like Irving Stone’s The Agony and the Ecstasy, Leon Uris’s Exodus, and James Michener’s Hawaii come immediately to mind. These authors never pretended anything else. They were well aware that “nonfiction” is an absolute. You can’t be half dead. And a story described as half true is false—and is therefore categorized as fiction. If your son tells you he took the car, drove to the convenience store, bought a candy bar, and talked to a friend, when in fact he smoked a joint with his friend, despite the fact that everything else in his explanation is accurate, he’s in the end not telling the truth and is making stuff up.

This is not to say that the writers and directors and even the actors haven’t done their research to capture the period in which the BOT story takes place, through costumes, mood, and spirit. But in all of these stories, as riveting and powerful as they are, the filmmakers turn away from fact and construct scenes that never occurred, introduce characters who didn’t exist, and often alter the endings to please or shock an audience.

 EXERCISE 2

You should be reading all the time you are writing. So purchase copies of the magazines you most appreciate, the places where you think you want to see your own work published. We’re talking the New Yorker, Harper’s, and Creative Nonfiction, among the best. Begin to study what other writers are doing from a craft point of view and also how they are treating subject matter. And as you go through this book, try to recognize many of the ideas and techniques we are discussing here—from legalities to dialogue to overall structure and connect and relate them to the writing you are doing now. Remember you are teaching yourself to read like a writer, as well as a reader.



Creative nonfiction cinema—documentary films and docudrama in the theater—is a completely different exploration and experience. The camera is the reporter. The camera’s eye reveals the images and ideas, conversations, and confrontations. Who will ever forget the drama, the suspense, the tearful and moving story Morgan Freeman narrated in the 2005 film The March of the Penguins? No words, images, or ideas are falsified. Freeman interprets what he or the writers might assume about the penguins’ migration or what they say, but he does not fabricate, no matter how tempting.

Yet documentary films don’t claim to be objective or balanced. The director chooses what to show a reader and what footage to leave on the cutting room floor. And the narrator or writer interprets for viewers the meaning of the footage they’re seeing—at least from his or her point of view. Michael Moore (Bowling for Columbine, Sicko, Fahrenheit 9/11, and many more) insists all of his documentaries are fact-checked, which is undoubtedly true. But he selects which ideas, characters, and incidents to present—and which to leave out.

The writer of creative nonfiction can be subjective and establish a personal point of view, as Michael Moore does. But being opinionated can alienate readers. Sometimes, to make a point, a lighter touch can be effective. People who are free to make up their own minds often believe with more fervor and conviction. So remember when you’re telling your story, you’re not writing an op-ed piece. You may want to influence readers, but you need to do so subtly.




 INTERESTING READING 

Margaret Robison’s memoir The Long Journey Home came out in May 2011. Robison is the mother of Augusten Burroughs, the author of his own well-known childhood memoir, Running with Scissors (2002). His brother, John Elder Robison, also wrote a memoir about the family and about growing up with Asperger’s syndrome, Look Me in the Eye (2007). John’s book takes place, more or less, during the same time and place as the memoirs of his  brother and his mother. Each book is very different and each contains differing accounts of key events in the family’s life. All three bring their own perspective, style, and talents to their respective memoirs. You might look at these books as a kind Rashomon of memoirs, where the divergent stories offer new insights into one family, while none of them capture the whole truth of the family and none of them are false. The bottom line, as I have said, is that factual accuracy is much easier to achieve than total truthfulness because facts can be nailed down, while truth is elusive and undeniably personal. When writing creative nonfiction, you must attempt to achieve a chain of truths: be true to your story, true to your characters, true to yourself.

 EXERCISE 3

In Exercise 1, I asked you to recreate a scene or situation from your past that led to something bigger or more significant that you might want to talk about. Something that opened a door to a larger conversation. And I provided you with an example—the day I became a “godfather.” This opened the door for me to talk about the genre of creative nonfiction, the definition, the parameters, and even the pitfalls. Now I am about to tell you another story, which will lead to another series of topics that I will discuss in this book. It is a police or mystery story, although not necessarily a crime story, as you will see.

But first, I want you to make your story or stories lead somewhere—shape the narrative so that they segue to a conversation or an examination of issues of substance. Where do the stories take you as a nonfiction writer dispensing information and ideas to a reader? You have your incident or situation. Now make it mean something bigger.

Note: Look carefully at what I have done in the next chapter. I have told a story, and that story leads to the substance of my information and my message.






 WHO WILL TAKE CHARGE? 

I began this section by introducing famous fakers and exaggerators of the creative nonfiction/journalism world and the punishments and pitfalls of crossing the line from nonfiction to fiction—taking the leap.

By “leap,” I mean taking chances, pushing the boundaries too far, crossing the line, purposely or mistakenly. And I have tried to present ideas and actions to help you safeguard yourself and the people about whom you are writing.

But who or what will be the final arbiter if things go wrong? Where is the Clint Eastwood–like enforcer, the guy who knows the rules and devotes his life to making certain no one breaks them?

You will soon meet the creative nonfiction police officer—sort of!





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_015_r1.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_021_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_025_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_029_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_019_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_034_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_030_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_msr_ppl_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_016_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_022_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_001_r1.jpg
You Can’'t Make
This Stuft Up

The Complete Guide to
Writing Creative Nonfiction—
from Memoir to Literary Journalism
and Everything in Between

LEE GUTKIND

Datapo

[QV)

LIFE

LONG
Da Capo Press/LiFELONG Books
A Member of the Perseus Books Group





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_026_r1.gif
Scene

Information

Scone . e
Information

Scene
Information

Scene < e
Scene

Scene < e





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
“Suee 10 be viewsd s the cxscntinl aue definitive guide 1o reative
ietion, s s ogaging 1o read an

s will i it sxlpessabe s, feankly.

—SUSAN ORLEAN, brstelisg suthor o The Orvhid

YOU CAN'T
MAKE THIS
STUFF UP
——

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO
WRITING CREATIVE NONFICTION
FROM MEMOIR TO LITERARY JOURNALISM
AND EVERYTHING IN BETWEEN






OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_033_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_036_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_023_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_027_r1.gif
“Difficult Decisions” with scenes highlighted.





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_032_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_014_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_035_r1.jpg







OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_020_r1.jpg






OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_008_r1.jpg






OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_msr_cvt_r1.jpg
YOU CAN'T
NAKE THIS
STUFE P,

>






OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_024_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_028_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_018_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_031_r1.jpg





OEBPS/lee_9780738215860_oeb_010_r1.jpg





