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Abstract

Literary creativity and its shadow, th~ f.henomenon popularly referred to as

writer's block, have historically been accorded little attention by literary studies. In my

thesis 1seek to redress this oversight, illustrating my argument with reference to the

creative life and works ofMalcolm Lowry. 1begin by arguing for a model ofliterary

creativity that takes seriously the roles played by plans and intentions in motivating,

sustaining and appropriately terminating literary creative action. 1employ this model in

order to provide a basis from which to c1arify Lowry's own creative method.

1go on to rehearse and evaluate definitions and theories of writer's block from a

variety ofresearch paradigms. From these accounts 1distill some important general

features ofwriter's block. 1argue that writer's block typically occurs as an intervention

between stages of the literary creative process.

Finally, 1return to detailed consideration of Lowry's creative method. 1investigate

three critical periods ofwriter's block in Lowry's later life and examine these interventions

with reference to circumstantial, methodological and goal-based considerations. 1

conc1ude by drawing attention to the importance for literary studies of an accurate and

comprehensive understanding of both literary creativity and writer's block.



• Résumé

Historiquement, les études littéraires ont prêté peu d'attention aux problèmes de la

créativité littéraire et de son ombre, ce phénomène communément appelé ..la hantise de la

page blanche... Dans ce mémoire, je cherche à redresser cet oublie en examinant la vie

créatrice at l'oeuvre de Malcolm Lowry. Je commence en mettant de l'avant un modèle de

la créativité littéraire qui prend au sérieux les rôles joués par la planification et les

intentions dans la motivation, la poursuite, et la conclusion opportune de l'action créatrice

littéraire. J'utilise ce modèle afin d'établir une base solide pour la clarification de la

méthode créatrice propre à Malcolm Lowry.

Je poursuis avec une compte rendu et une évaluation des définitions et théories

qu'affient plusieurs différents paradigmes de recherches sur la hantise de la page blanche.

Me basant sur ces études, je fais ressortir quelques éléments-clés du phénomène et je

soutiens qu'il présente typiquement comme intervention entre les étapes du processus de la

création littéraire.

Finalement, je retourne à une étude détaillée de la méthode créatrice de Lowry. Je

regarde trois périodes critiques vers la fin de sa vie où Lowry a souffert de la hantise de la

j'age blanche et j'examine ces interventions en tenant compte des questions de

circonstances, de méthodologie et de but poursuivi. Je te:mine en constatant l'importance

pour les études littéraires d'une compréhension juste et complète de la créativité littéraire,

ainsi que de la hantise de la page blanche.
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Notes on Abbreviations

Where possible, first editions of the major Lowry texts have been used. Selected

Letters ofMalcolm Lowty is cited as SL. Manuscript material from the University of

British Colombia Library, Special Collections and University Archives Division, Malcolm

Lowry Collection, is indicated parenthetically by box and file number. The one exception

is Lowry's 1951 "Work in Progress" statement, which is cited as "WP" followed by the

page number. There have been no silent changes to the manuscript material.
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In November of 1954, with Malcolm locked in battle with the ever-expanding

October Feny to Gabriola, Margerie Lowry closed a letter to the editor Albert Erskine

with the following few lines: "Male is engaged in a life and death struggle with this bloody

story, which seems to have become a novel, and he's determined to get through it this

week before it kills us both." (3:5). This was no exaggeration; Lowry's difficulties with

October Feny were intimately linked to his increasingly desperate fighl to regain control

ofhis writing and his life. Without sufficient fund~ co continue to write unencumbered by

financial considerations, unable to fulfil a crucial contract with Random House and deeply

scarred by the collapse ofhis vast novel cycle "The Voyage That Never Ends," Lowry

found himself drawing dangerously near an abyss of his own creation.

Already by the middle of 1954 it was obvious to the management at Random

House that Lowry was a bad risk. A contract that stipulated three novels in three years

seemed sheer folly where Lowry was concerned. After an, Lowry, was a notorious

eccentric, alcoholic and loner whose two previous novels (Ultramarine and Under the

Voleano) had taken respectively four and ten years to complete. At the same lime, the

Volcano had received critical raves from Paris ID New York, and Lowry seemed poised on

the edge of international celebrity. An emergency decision was called for, and in the end

Random House decided to suspend Lowry's monthly payments. In typical Lowry fashion,

the stipend intended to enable him at last to write trouble-free had exactly the opposite

effect. Constantly aware ofhis obligations to Erskine and Random House, Lowry was

barely capable ofdeciding which of his works to submit for consideration, let alone on the

threshold of completing them.
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Lowry's trials with Random House underscore the complexities of his life and,

more importantly for my purposes here, of his creative method. More than any other

writer of his stature Lowry is identified with a single work. This ofcourse is his 1947

masterpiece Under the Volcano, a nove! which still commands at most a cult following.

With his death in 1957 Lowry passed into relative obscurity, and remains today "almost

certainly the least-known ofBritish Iiterary geniuses" (Bowker 612). At the time ofhis

death, Malcolm Lowry had published just two novels. Yet Lowry's extant Iiterary corpus,

comprising Vltramarine and Under the Volcano along with the posthumously published

Dark as the Grave Wherein My Friend is Laid, October Feny to Gabriola, Lunar Caustir.

and Hear Us 0 Lord From Heaven Thy Dwelling Place, is consistent with significant

creative activity. Why then was Lowry unable to publish in his lifetime another novel after

the Volcano--itselfliterally wrenched ITom his unwilling hands by fiiends and mentors?

Responses to this question run the gamut ofinformed guesswork to benign

disinterest to wild speculation. An example of the former is offered by Sherrill Grace in

her study ofMalcolm Lowry entitled The Voyage That Never Ends. Working ITom a

sophisticated account ofLowry's philosophical influences and obsessions, Grace proposes

the image ofthe circle as an essential guiding symbol for Lowry's "perpetually Protean"

fictionaljoumey ofdiscovery, spiritual revelation and self-knowledge (6). According to

Grace, Lowry intended his personal metaphysics, culled ITom such sources as Samuel

Coleridge and the mystical philosophers Ortega Y Gasset and P. D. Oupensky, to provide

a unifYing force sufficient to weld his disparate individual artistic achievements into a

powerful "organic whole" (7). As a consequence, Lowry began to generate the grand
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themes central to so much ofhis fiction: the eternal cycle of guest and return, the delicate

balance between uncertain salvation and a beckoning hell, and the necessity to humans of

syncopating their internai motions with universal rhythms. His lifelong concern with these

themes had the advantage of raising Lowry's best work to a level of semantic and symbolic

richness almost unsurpassed in fiction, and the disadvantage of legitimating his reluctance

to complete local and larger instances of creative activity. Lowry believed sincerely that

his own life and artistic development parallelled the mystical searches of his protagonists.

While this precarious logic served to molivate and inform his evolving creative method, it

was also, 1shall contend, the locus of his later writer's block.

By any standard, Malcolm Lowry provides a remarkable focal point for an inquiry

into the springs ofhuman literary creativity: his prafound and unsparing understanding of

his own writerly strengths and weaknesses; his remarkable ear for the complexities of

Iiterary construction; and his cansistently elegant, revelatory correspondence ail serve ta

make him a uniquely valuable study in literary creative action.

In addition, Lowry's later writing is as much concerned with creative failure as

with its progress. The mental and physical anguish that Lowry endured in the course of

his writing is close ta the heart ofDark as the Grave and many ofthe stories in Hear Us 0

Lord. In these works, a great dea! cf narrative attention centres on the difficu1ty of

capturing important truths in the face ofelusive, even frustrated creativity. As Lowry

explained in a 19571etter to his young fiiend and protégé David Markson, the problem

with his own brand of creativity was its tendency to occur in flashes, "rarely Iighting the

3



• place you are working on sequentially: this means you have to turn desultoriness into a

virtue, and it's sometimes hard to work dashing around picking up your charred

smithereens or even bright illuminations and piecing them together, especially when they

seem to mean bugger all" (3: Il).

At this point, taking my cue from Lowry's preceding micro-account ofcreative

process and blockage, 1shall begin my own investigation. In what follows, 1shall

interweave two seemingly disparate threads into a unified argument, linking my models of

creativity and writer's block to Lowry's own creative process. 1shall trace the trajectory

ofhis evolving creative method from his early days under the tutelage ofConrad Aiken to

his last years in the English village of Ripe. In this manner 1 shall, looking backwards and

forwards, Janus-fashion, iIluminate the special case ofMalcolm Lowry even as the

fine-grained revelations emerging from this examination guide and refine my

understanding ofliterary creativity and its shadow, the phenomenon popularly referred to

as writer's block.

This paper consists offour chapters. In Chapter One, 1 shall prov:de a brief

biographical introduction to Malcolm Lowry's life and works. 1shall nuance this account

by identifYing what 1take to be the four central features of his creative method; namely,

the processes 1cali gathering, organization, inscription and revision. 1shall then apply

these terrns in consideration ofLowry's development and refinement of the novels

U1tramarine, Under the Volcano, October Fen:y to Gabriola and Dark as the Grave

Wherein My Friend is Laid.
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ln Chapter Two, 1shaH introduce and describe in detail a moderate intentionalist

account ofliterary creativity. As the sheer volume ofresearch into creativity militates

against my undertaking an exhaustive historical analysis here, 1shaH confine myself to

setting forth a working model ofliterary creative action. 1shaH then refine tbis model with

reference to Mary SheHey's composition ofFrankenstein in order to provide a stable base

iTom wbich to clarifY the features specifie to Lowry's particular creative method.

ln Chapter Three, 1shaH rehearse and evaluate a number of divergent definitions

and theories ofwriter's block. My sources for tbis discussion derive primarily iTom the

psychoanalytic and the cognitivist research paradigms. From these accounts 1 shaH distiH

sorne important general features ofwriting blocks and assemble a rough typology.

FinaHy, in Chapter Four, 1shaH retum to detailed consideration of the creative life

and work ofMalcolm Lowry, in light ofthe theoretical insights of preceding chapters. 1

shaH investigate three critical periods of writer's block in Lowry's later life, linking once

again the theory to the case. 1 shaH conclude with a brief recapitulation and evaluation of

the scope and results of my investigation.

The reader will note that the foHowing examination is necessarily circumscribed by

considerations oflength and density. For example, 1shaH not undertake to explain the

structure ofcreative impulse, nor shaH 1perform comprehensive close readings ofLowry's

novels. Thus, in a manner aH too reminiscent ofLowry's fiction, even as tbis study

represents the culmination ofa long period ofresearch, it ushers in a whole new set of, to

my mind, equally compelling and urgent concems. Nonetheless, let the voyage begin.
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1arn covered with sharne that 1have not replied to your earlier letter, but 1have been
working like hell and still arno-and as Flaubert says--Is there no end to this murderous prose?

- Malcolm Lowry

Malcolm Lowry lived to write. From his teenage years right up until his death,

Lowry's various literary projects took precedence over virtually everything else in his life:

his health, his income, his marriage and his sanity. And, not on1y did Lowry live to write,

he also--particularly with the novels October Feuy to Gabriola and Dark as the Grave

Wherein My Friend is Laid a10ng with the short-stories that comprise Hear Us 0 Lord

From Heaven Thy Dwelling Place--wrote in order to live, increasingly shifting the focus of

his fiction to his own life and writing. As a careful reader ofone ofLowry's later novels

cannot fail to note, "Lowry Iived in order to incorporate his experiences in literature and

his most vivid experience was the act ofwriting" (Cross 92). This narrative self-reflexivity

was a crucial component of Lowry's post-Volcano art, as he himself enthused in a letter

written to his publisher, Albert Erskine, in 1949:

1am absorbed in the new book [Dark as the Grave] to the extent of sometimes

fifteen hours a day, and boy, it has sorne theme, being no less than the

identification of a creator with his creation--Pirandello in reverse or, Six authors in

search ofhis characters; or otherwise stated. Every Man his own Laocoon. Since

the philosophical implications might prove fatal to myself, 1have to preserve a

certain detachment. (2: 13)

Prophetically, it is in Dark as the Grave, a quintessentially self-reflexive novel, that

Lowry's inability precisely to "preserve a certain detachment" emerges with full force.

6



Especially in Dark as the Grave and his other later works, Lowry's depictions of

literary creativity in action are fraught with the tensions and difficulties endemic to literary

creativity. Many Lowry protagonists were writers--for example Kennish Drumgold

Cosnahan of "Elephant and Colosseum,"and Sigbjl2Jm Wildemess of"Strange Comfort

Afforded by the Profession" and Dark as the Grave--though rarely do we encounter them

writing successfully. In fact, more often than not, Lowry's writers are either unable to

write or deeply unhappy with what they previously have written.1 Indeed, the cast of ;

Lowry's fictional doppelgangers, insofar as their Iiterary works are concemed, is a who's

who of frustration and ironie despair. This is perhaps surprising in a writer who took his

work, ifnot exactly his profession, as seriously as did Lowry. What went wrong with

Lovny's fictional writers, and, by extension, with Lowry himself?

A partial answer is provided by William Hagen, who argues that, for Lowry,

"writing involved tremendous personal sacrifice ... compelling the writer to risk himself

in the process of saving and composing his words" (3). Lowry's write-at-all-costs method

derived from his view ofthe creative process as a tense, uncertain, shifting space in which

a writer's capabilities and even sanity were tested by a relentless array of hostile forces.

For Lowry, each new work was a battle fought on a new front, where one could simply

not afford to rest or retrench so long as the work remained incomplete--and ofcourse for

Lowry it nearly a1ways remained so.

Thus, 1shall contend, was Lowry's conception of "The Voyage That Never Ends,"

reliant as it was on elastic and over-ambitious plans, insufficient preparation and a bevy of

unhelpful persona! and professional constrain.ts, threatened from its very inception. 1 shall

7
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argue further that, far from alleviating his writer's block, Lowry's copious notes and drafts

for the various components of the "Voyage" actually contributed to his inability to achieve

his short- and long-term writerly goals.

ln making these c1aims 1take a position somewhat outside the mainstream of

Lowry scholarship, which, as exemplified by Sherrill Grace's work in The Voyage That

Never Ends, takes Lowry's obsessive fascination with the image of the circle to be a

powerful contributing factor to his literary style and voice and a potent influence in his

best work. Il is a fact of the matter that circles and circular motions were extraordinarily

important as images and symbols within Lowry's metaphysics and fiction. However, given

the extent to which Lowry's life bled into his fiction ( and, more troubling for me, his

fiction into his life), 1shall contend that Lowry's circular metaphysics proved ultimately

debilitating both to the consistency and the continuity ofhis art.

My account will therefore remain compatible with the prevailing wisdom among

Lowry scholars that a) his life and fiction were c10sely intertwined and demonstrated

mutual causal relations; and b) that Lowry's core philosophy oflife and art led him to

celebrate complexity, self-reflexivity and continuous circular patterns ofdeath and rebirth.

Where 1break new ground is in demonstrating, via close examinations of Lowry's method

and his writing blocks against a theoretical background, that certain of the writerly traits

that made his best work so profound and enduring eventually silenced his creativity. In

order to do so, 1must first make sense ofLowry's writing habits and influences.

8
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Therefore, in tbis chapter, 1 shaH examine the key features of Lowry's particular

creative method, which 1shaH position as a series ofbroadly distinct but narrowly

overlapping horizontal stages. 2 1shaH rely to a large extent on a combination oftextual

(correspondence and novels) and biographical evidence to support my various daims.

Lowry himself seems to anticipate sorne of my concerns in this meditation on the tortures

ofcreating meaningfulliterature from bis posthumously-published Dark as the Grave:

The author, wbile working, is Iike a man continually pusbing bis way through

blinding smoke in an effort to rescue sorne precious objects from a burning building.

How hopeless, how inexplicable the effort! For is not the building the work ofart in

question, long since perfect in the mind, and only rcndered a vehide of destruction

by the effort to realize it, to transmute it upon paper? (154)

The short question is: what can we make ofthis passage in relation to Lowry's own

creative goals and processes?

Beginmngs:

Malcolm Lowry's literary career began in earnest at the age offifteen. Sbipped off

to the Leys boarding schoollike bis three brothers before bim, the "cheerful, awkward,

obsessive bookworm" quickly made a place for bimselfwitbin the pages ofthe Leys

Fortnightly, the school's faculty-run Iiterary and current affairs journal (Bowker 24). As

would prove to be the rule in bis fiction, Lowry's first published stories drew heavily upon

bis experiences and the storehouse he was already compiling ofborrowed styles and

phrases. The young Lowry's efforts were, if somewhat rough and preco-;ious, at least

9
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promising enough to secure the attentions and encouragement ofa literary-minded

schoolmaster, the "small, scholarly reticent" (32) W. H. Balgarnie.3 Balgarnie was

instrumental in running sorne ofLowry's early stories in the Fortnightly, and also in

securing his acerbic services as its resident sports reporter, a post that Lowry typically

undertook to make his own, firing off sarcastic quasi-literary missives !Tom the

public-school playing fields ofEngland to a not always receptive audience.

Even in his modest capacities as hockey reporter and occasional literary

contributor, Lowry's wide reading and gift for language were already apparent in his

mastery of "such humorous devices as hyperbole, ironie ornamentation affected pedantry

and self-deflating pomposity" (34). Already too Lowry had selected the first of the figures

who were to occupy with such effect his literary shrine: Thomas Hardy, Joseph Conrad

and, later, Edgar Allen Poe, and Eugene O'Neill. In his early writing (it seems unfair to

cali sorne ofthese stories and poems "schoolboy writing") Lowry payed homage to his

favourite authors, mimicking their prose styles and rhythms with considerable accuracy

and quoting lines and stanzas wholesale. This literary borrowing was not simply

admiration manifesting itself in imitation, but was also symptomatic of the young Lowry's

nascent fascination with the symbolic and referential possibilities of the well-placed

allusion, later developed to such intricate effect in Under the Volcano!

Adopting the nom de plume "Came!" (a simple playon his initiais C. M. L.),

Lowry continued to write throughout his public-school career, varying his increasingly

sophisticated short stories with numerous poems and ofcourse his merciless sports

exclusives on behalfofthe Leys hockey team. The best ofthese early works demonstrate

10



the young Lowry's emerging flair for quick material descriptions, imaginative verbal

gestures and intelligent pastiche. The love oflanguage for its own sake as much as for

what it could do a10ng with his unfortunate tendency{owards plagiarism became central

to Lowry's Iife and to his fiction. So too, ofcourse, did a1cohol.

In 1925, Lowry's a1coholism was still for the most part an emerging addiction.

Even so, drinking held for him a unique pleasure, no doubt encouraged by the high

incidence ofalcohol and alcoholism in the lives and chiefworks ofhis favourite authors.

As early as 1926 Lowry exploited alcohol drinking as an important prop in his story

"Satan in a Barrel." In this short piece, Lowry's narrator, Judge Jeffreys, awaits his

execution in the Tower ofLondon while taking stock ofhis sinfullife within the frame ofa

choice between a distant Heaven and a beckoning Hell. Not surprisingly, Jeffreys chooses

hell, and as Gordon Bowker notes, here we are indeed in farniliar territory:

Here is a sense ofLowry himself speaking, through this fictional dream, with a voice

of his own, echoing perhaps the incipient inner conflicts of the young Rabelasian

toper. In this he prefigures an older Lowry, and the doomed Consul who sprang

fully formed from his own alcoholic experiences. (43)

Lowry's use ofalcohol as a primer for his creativity became a permanent fixture ofhis

creative process.5 This process was not yet mature, however. A1though the Lowry of

1925 knew enough to be ab/eto write, he had not yet learned howto write. It will

therefore be useful to trace Lowry's Iiterary development a Iittle further, first through his

years at sea, next during his tutelage under Conrad Aiken, and finally during his tenure at

Cambridge University.

11
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TotheSea:

On Friday March 13, 1927, Malcolm Lowry went to sea.6 With this act, carefully

planned and painstakingly ifnaïvely prepared for, his writing apprenticeship began in

deadly earnest. Lowry's ship, the freighter Ocdipus Tyrannus, left port amid a small

scuffie ofpublicity in the local newspapers which was to cause no end oftrouble amongst

the ship's crew. Besides the regular assortment offiremen, deckhands, cooks and cabin

boys and the rest of the petty aristocracy which made up a ship's crew in those days,

Lowry's fellow passengers included the ghost ofMelville himself, among sundry other

authors. He travelled in good literary company, weil aware that the experiences ofa

writer should include adventure, on a difficult joumey that would last weil over a year.

As it tumed out, Lowry got more than he bargained for; the trip was both mentally

and physically punishing. The crew ofthe Ocdipus Tyrannus, incensed at the newspaper

stories that portrayed Lowry as the son ofa rich man in search ofadventure on the high

seas, and angered at the thought that Lowry's pleasure jaunt was taking a job away from a

man who both needed and deserved it more, treated him with contempt and made his life

miserable for most of the trip with a deliberate viciousness detailed unsparingly in

U1tramarine. From the beginning, Lowry's fabled physical clumsiness impeded his ability

to perform his tasks as cabin boy with either efficiency or consistency. Already an

accomplished drinker, he astonished the crew by the scale ofhis alcoholic binges in myriad

shantytowns and bars. Finally, a1ways syphilophobic, Lowry's enduring dread ofthis

disease was only enhanced by the horrors he claimed to have experienced the South Sea

brothels.' Still, Lowry's notebook filled rapidly, and he began to gain an ear for the

12



• rhythms ofspeech and nature, two skills that would serve bim well for the rest of his

career. His lirst great trial successfully endured, Lowry was ready at last to return to

England, and undertake, with the aid of much tutoring, bis Cambridge entrance exams.

Tutorials:

It was in December of 1929 that Lowry discovered the poetry of the man who

would be bis most influential mentor and bis most accomplished and resourceful

psychological foe: the American poet, novelist and critic Conrad Aiken. Upon reading the

lirst few pages of Aiken's Blue Voyage, Lowry wrote that the work "slammed down on

my psyche" (Bowker 75). Aiken's dark, misogynistic and richly textured novel became a

model for Lowry's own embryonic U1tramarine (so close in sorne parts that Aiken

eventually dubbed il "Purple Passage"), and Lowry determined to get in touch with Aiken

at the lirst opportunity. That chance came when, rejected by ail of bis preferred colleges

at Cambridge, Lowry initiated one ofthe great correspondences in modem literature with

the words: "1 have lived nineteen years and all ofthem more or less badly" (Sugars 6).

Aiken, a1ways susceptible to flattery and cash, was quick to respond, agreeing to take

Lowry on as a student for the summer. With bis baIDed parents' permission, Lowry began

bis apprenticesbip, drunk and happy and thoroughly in bis element such that Aiken could

remark that none ofthe writers he had known, including Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot, had

been as "visibly or happily a1ight in genius" (Bowker 83).

Between working with Aiken and bis growing immersion into the literary culture

(mos! notably the journal Experiment and the salon run by Charlotte and J. B. S. Haldane)

13
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ofCambridge, Lowry was able both to hone his craft and to forge lasting Iiterary

friendships with John Davenport, Martin Case and Gerald Noxon. He published more or

less continuously in Experiment, submitting poems, short stories and re-worked chapters

of U1tramarine. One such story was "Punctum Indifferens Skibet Gaar Videre," a longish

piece which was essentially identical with the fourth chapter ofUltramarine. This piece

(retitled as "Seductio Ad Absurdum") was eventually inc1uded in the anthology Best

British Stories of 1931.' Though briefly elated by this success, a despondent Lowry soon

made up his mind to leave Cambridge and go abroad once more. As he told Aiken, Lowry

felt that he "must, and as soon as possiblr., identify a finer scene," in order to invest his

writing with "identity through the sensation ofactual experience" (Bowker 122). At the

age oftwenty-two Lowry set out for his second voyage "in ballast to the White Sea.'"

Upon his retum, a tired but invigorated Lowry retumed to Cambridge to finish his degree

and embark on a new voyage that would take him ail ofhis life, in tum ecstatic and

sou1-destroying. Thus, "taking auxiliary circumstances into account," Malcolm Lowry

became a writer.

The Lowry saga continued, with its usual blend oftwists and tums offate and

ever-acce1erating personal and public dramas right up until the night of his mysterious

death in 1957. However, because of the wide range ofexcellent biographical work

undertaken by Lowry scholars over the last thirty years, 1shall not attempt to condense

the exceedingly complex story ofhis middle-to-Iater Iife into a few pages.13 Rather, 1 shall

trace his creative development under the general rubric of some key stages within Lowry's

creative method. These stages 1shall tenn, in the order in which they typically occurred in
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Lowry's work, gathering, inscription, organization and revision. l
' Beneath these general

headings, 1shall identif'y and elaborate certain of the signal features of Lowry's creative

method, sorne of these apparent at an early age and others developing fully only in his

later career.15

Gatbering: mtramarine and October Feny to Gabriola

Like many authors, Malcolm Lowry drew heavily on his own Iife and experiences

for his writing. Unlike many authors, Lowry's reliance on the old adage "write what you

know" led to doser and doser examinations of his Iife and psyche, leading in his later

books to the virtual transcriptions ofactual events so characteristic ofDark as the Grave

and the as yet-unpublished "La Mordida." This is not to say that Lowry was unoriginal, or

that he could not formulate a purely imaginative plot--he could. Rather, 1mean here to

underscore the role of preparation in Lowry's writing. When Lowry went anywhere,

especially on a trip, it was his practice to bring along a notebook, quickly to be filled with

his detailed impressions of places, people and his own physical and mental shifts along the

way.16 Lowry's remarkable memory allowed him to gather a wide range of data: chunks of

text from Iiterary works; unusual or suggestive vocabulary; a variety of arcane scientific

and other information; sensations; signs and other everyday urban paraphemalia;

descriptions ofphysical materials; and exact transcriptions ofconversations; all ofwhich

he could deploy equally well as sophisticated window-dressing and intimate symbols.

Armed with this multitude of information, Lowry would generate an outline, often

building each segment around a single event or theme. This core was then surrounded with
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layer upon layer of materials drawn from his reserves, a process Sherrill Grace Iikens to

architecture (4). The layer-by-Iayer project of recording his Iife in all of ils psychic

trauma, emotional detail, descriptive richness and symbolic reach, was one Lowry took

very seriously. His fiction consequently embodies a density that points to its careful

preparation. In writing broadly about his own experiences (eventually to an exhausting

and obsessive degree), Lowry was able to refashion his life along the generallines

proposed by his mentor Conrad Aikenl7 while shifting his focus from the more technical

conventions of prose narrative onto the complex play oflanguage, symbol and identity.

When Lowry began "absorbing" in preparation for a piece of writing, it was usually

in response to an event with personal significance. Often, it was an experience that had

symbolic resonance for Lowry; for example the burning down ofhis little beach house at

Dollarton that figures so importantly in Dark as the Grave and October Ferry. In terrns of

idea-generation, the impetus for Lowry's fictions might derive from a single event or even

the texture ofan experience or a trip, so long as the idea had "legs;" that is, was

sufficiently striking or layered to engage Lowry throughout his lengthy gestation period.

For example, the central images motivating Lowry's initial conception ofUnder the

Volcano--the Indian bleeding to death near the side of the road, the drunken thief

fingering with a sly smile the coins he has plundered from the Indian's body--appear as

briefnotes in one ofhis Mexicanjoumals. Also in the Volcano, the stem warning: "i,Le

gusta este jarom. Que es Suyo? jEvite que sus hijos 10 destruyan! "18 so terrifYingly

mis-translated by the Consul is the verbatim rnistranslation ofa tipsy Lowry, and the

ornir,ous and recurrent movie posters as well as the innuendo-ridden menu at the faro/ita
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• similarly were gathered and jotted down by Lowry in his travels. Il took his remarkable

memory and imagination to weave these seemingly disparate objects into the layered

textual fabric that characterizes the completed Volcano.

IfUnder the Volcano was Lowry's sophisticated attempt to turn everyday

experience into resonant symbol, then his first novel, UIltramarine was his attempt to, in

the words ofMuriel Bradbrook, cram "as much experience as he could muster" (41) into a

slim book that traced its Iiterary influences as surely as the tramp steamer Oc:dipus

Tynmnusnavigated the seamy shores of the South Pacific. U1tramarine, though published

by a respectable London firm, was not a conspicuous success either in Britain or abroad,

and Lowry himselfwas so ashamed of il that in later years he warned a young David

Markson that U1tramarine was an "abortion ... ofno interest to you unless you want to

hurt my feelings" (Bowker 485). Still, in writing his first novel Lowry utilized techniques

and conventions that would serve him with varying degrees of success throughout his

Iiterary Iife. For example, the collage effect that Lowry was able to generate through a

counterpoint ofvarious voices, chunks ofconversation and onomatopoeic references to

the sounds ofthe ship is perhaps the chief strength ofUltramarine. He employed similar

layering effects to great effect in the Volcano (for example in the scenes involving the

sinister American, Weber) and October Feny. This technique ofmulti-sensory collage is

one ofLowry's hallmarks, and it is very much a part ofeven his early works.

In addition, Lowry's habit ofwriting from a series ofnotebooks, filled with scraps

ofideas, sense-impressions, fragments ofdialogue and other information began in earnest

during bis preparation for U1tramarine, and remained a cornerstone ofhis method until he
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died. Beginning with U1tramarine, Lowry's standard advice to prospective authors

commanded, in upper-case capitals, "Whatever you do, wherever you go, MAKE

NOTES!" (Bowker 522).

Lowry perhaps interpreted his own advice too faithfully while composing

U1tramarine; a novel that some critics felt tended towards too literai an imitation of life

and, more damagingly for Lowry, too literai an imitation ofother authors. On the one

hand, as the reviewer for the Times Literary Supplement put it, "U1tramarine reads less as

a novel than as the first expansion ofshort-hand notes taken with a view to making a

novel," which ofcourse it was, adding sarcastically that "If the art ofwriting is imitation

the author has mastered il" (162). On the other, as Bowker observes, Lowry's "obsession

with Aiken continued to inhibil the development ofa personal style," with the

consequence that his first novel was diffuse in its focus and narrative voice, being part­

Lowry, part-Aiken, part-Melville and part-Grieg (1 13).

A1though the instances of plagiarism in Ultramarine are considerably less invidious

than its cntics (and Lowry himself) admitted, the stigma powerfully affected Lowry for the

rest ofhis life. It is difficult to capture the range of the trauma that Lowry experienced as

a result of this obsession, but certainly in his later works he used literary allusion always

self-consciously, such that what began as plagiarism soon became a stylish and erudite

self-reflexivity. It became an article offaith with Lowry that no literary influence should

seep into his work unrecognized or uncredited, with the consequence that his literary

allusions were many and uneven, sometimes marvellously placed and effective, as in the
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short stOlY "Strange Comfort Afforded by the Profession," and sometimes ponderous and

heavy-handed, as in much ofDark as the Grave.

By the time he settled down to work seriously on October Ferrv Lowry had

considerably refined bis creative method. October Feny held a special fascination for bim

and was written and re-written over the course ofa decade. It was also the last of his

novels, and became during the last five years ofbis Iife bis "obsession and bis only Iiterary

occupation" (Doyen 163). Typically, the manuscripts (edited by Margerie Lowry)

published posthumously as October Feny to Gabriola represent only a fraction of the mass

ofdrafts, handwritten and typed, totalling more than 4,000 pages.

The saga ofOctober Feny began in 1946, when the Lowrys made a three-day trip

to Gabriola, one ofthe larger ofBritish Colombia's GulfIslands. Lowry hated what he

considered to be the suffocating cultural conservatism ofVancouver and longed to "buy

an island: live half each year on it and work, and travel the other half." (SL 90). However,

as Victor Doyen tells us, the trip was not merely a real-estate venture:

As was their custom, the Lowrys used a small notebook during the trip. This

document contains descriptions, memos and impressions registered while travelling.

In Malcolm's hand we find descriptions of the view through the beer pariour

windows ... Later, on the ferry, he sketched the sunset over Nanaimo and the last

rays of sunlight still toucbing Gabriola when the dock came nearer. On the boat, he

copied text from signs and notices. (167)

Lowry gathered other information too: snatches ofdialogue, short memos to bimself and

detailed renderings of bis and Margie's walks along the beach. Already at tbis early stage
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Lowry's writer's instincts had been roused, and he began "consciously collecting material

for a story" (167). At the end ofthis tirst notebook, "we already tind a tirst outline for a

story, which is based on the actual experience" (168). Lowry's outline ran as follows:

(a) -the bus coming in - f1ashbacks to museum

(b) - Arrivai in Nanaimo - conversation at ticket window re impossibility of

getting to Gabriola Island We separate - she volunteers to go + tind Higgs Ferry

Co - white 1go into the pub .

(c) - the wonderful scene in the pub - punctuated by her going out to telephone the

Iodge man ...

Interestingly, Lowry's initial version ofOctober Feny, configured as a short story, consists

oftwo parts, the tirst ofwhich follows c10sely the outline of the notebook. This story

"already contains the complete outer action and framework of the later novel" (169),

Ieaving Lowry free to revise, retine and ofcourse lengthen.

This pattern is typical of ail of Lowry's creative efforts. A meticulous craftsman,

he might spend months gathering material and psychological momentum for a story or

novel, as in October Feny, and he might then spend years wrestling with the organization

of the wealth ofraw experience and absorbed (or cannibalized) phrases and scenes into a

coherent shape. After he had gathered adequate materials there tended to be a period of

gestation, where Lowry might slowly develop ideas and characters to the point of

organizing them into the form ofa story, or, more often, a chapter for a nove!. This

process 1shall refer to as organization.

20



•

•

Organization: Under the Volcano.

ln what does organization consist? Roughly, 1 take organization to refer to the

extraordinarily complex and involved thinking with which Lowry invested the act of

writing; ail act itselfpowerfully inflected by the relationships between words, themes and

plans. As we have seen from the example of October Ferrv, Lowry's writing tended

towards layering and thick description. He might write and rewrite entire passages dozens

oftimes, sometimes editing but more often adding text. Thus was Lowry able to generate

from simple stories irnmensely detailed fictions, revising these steadily as new elements

were suggested by old, and image gave rise to image. A powerfu! illustration of Lowry's

methods during organization, and their attendant advantages and disadvantages, is

apparent in Margerie Lowry's spirited defence ofLowry's completed draft of the Volcano

(then languishing in Jonathan Cape's offices) written to their agent Harold Matson:

1have lived five years with this book in its present form; it has been as much a part

ofour lives as eating and breathing. 1am not b!ind to Ma!co!m's faults as a writer.

His astonishing awareness ofthe thickness of life, of the layers, the depths, the

abysses, interlocking and interrelated, causes him to write a symphony where anyone

e!se would write a sonata or at most a concerto, and this makes his work sometimes

appear dispersed, whereas actually the form and content have arisen so inextricably

the one from the other that they cannot be disassociated. (SL 421)

The phenomenon Margie describes in the !etter, the peculiar organicism ofthe severa!

distinct but inter-woven layers ofUnder the Volcano, is a feature ofthe book many critics
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and writers have commented on. Lowry bimselfbelieved the Volcano to be a work that

succeeded on multiple levels at once, rewarding a plurality of readers and readings:

The novel can be read simply as a story which you can skip ifyou want. It can be

read as a story you will get more out ofifyou don't skip. It can be regarded as a

kind of symphony, or in another way as a kind ofopera--or even a horse opera. It is

hot music, a poem, a song, a tragedy, a comedy, a f~rce, and so forth. It is

superficial, profound, entertaining and boring, according to taste. It is a prophecy, a

political warning, a cryptogram, a preposterous movie, and a writing on the wall. It

can even be regarded as a sort of machine: it works, too, believe me, as 1have found

out. In case you think 1mean it is everytbing but a novel 1better say that after ail il

is intended to be and, though 1say so myself, a deeply serious one too. (SL 66)

How was Lowry able to acbieve such texture and richness? 1have identified the

first key feature of Lowry's creative method as gathering, an activity during wbich he filled

notebooks and scratch-pads with descriptions, scenes, dialogue and vadous other

impressions ofbis travels and thoughts and feelings on a variety ofsubjects. But like any

good craftsperson, Lowry recognized the roughness of tbis raw material, and the second

stage of bis creative method employed a series of filters aimed at separating the more

intriguing or suitable elements ofbis rough material from the sediments. For example, the

progression ofdrafts ofVolcano written between 1938 and 1947 show the distillation of

dialogue (Le., the exchange between Jaques Laurelle and Dr. Vigil that opens Chapter

One) from elaborate wordy argument to sparse, brief and powerfully suggestive

utterances. Once he had configured bis filter to exclude or re-direct character dialogue
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away from verbosity and towards a c1eaner and more powerful interior voice, Lowry was

able significantly to alter the "feel" of the book and effect a noticeable improvement. 19

Ofcourse, as anyone who has studied Lowry is painfully aware, Lowry's filters for

optimizing levels ofdetail and density were hardly fine-grained, and his writing exemplifies

his fictional double Sigbjlilm Wildemess's principle that "it was much better to get too

much in [to a novel] than to get too Iittle out" (Dark as the Grave 155). Nonetheless,

Lowry was not a writer who simply thought onto paper; rather he assembled his works on

the basis of a wealth of raw materials and aided by a range ofdetailed plans.

As 1pointed out above, the genesis ofLowry's creative organization typically

involved a single image or event particularly apt for exploration in fiction; for example the

profoundly unsettling images of the breakaway horse or the wounded Indian that

underpinned the Volcano, or the dying sea-bird in U1tramarine. This central image,

carefully tended by Lowry, steadily accrued symbolic power and range extending deep

into the actions and consciousness ofhis characters. Around the centre, Lowry might

improvise, Iike a jazz musician, playing off and through his chosen image or images, using

a bewildering variety of narrative shifts and devices to build his "infernal machine." As

Muriel Bradbrook notes,

This method, where the author shifted about "Iike a xylophone player" reflected

and sprang from Lowry's own shifts ofmood, his mercurial temperament. Like the

writer, [the reader] must feel the work shift and grow with his own Iife; the

dynamic drive and rhythmic pulse ofhis own imagination should make it change,

like the landscape ofa rainy coast. (88)
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ln tbis manner, Lowry was able to organize and direct bis raw materials along the lines of

bis guiding plans and intentions for the work. Like ail writers, he planned as he wrote, and

a1tered plans as he thought necessary. If the Volcano was assembled and made to work

Iikean infernal macbine, certainly October Feny carried a gentler, more Iyrical cargo.

Dictation! Inscription: Dark as the Grave and Hear Us 0 Lord

Malcolm Lowry directed bis creative energies towards the writing of bis novels.

As he wrote so memorably in his famous defence ofthe Volcano. "There are a thousand

writers who can draw adequate characters till ail is blue for one who can tell you

sometbing new about hell-Iire, and 1am teIling you something new about hell-Iire" (SL

80). TeIling the world sometbing new about hell·lire was not without its dangers,

however. Richard Cross correctly notes that Lowry's involvement with the characters and

themes ofthe Volcano was "so profound that many of the tbings he wrote in his later

years are more in the nature of meditations on bis magnum opus than works ofIiction in

their own right" (66). Many ofthese later works provide compelling testimony to what

Lowry called "the bloody agony of the writer writing" (SL 339).

It is important to note that Lowry meant tbis "bloody agony" to include writing in

its purely mechanical sense. For Lowry, writing often meant dictating to Margerie, who

was then able to generate typed drafts with far greater speed and precision than he could

manage on bis own, at the same time obviating (in theory) the need for an intermediate

rough draft that would simply require typing later on. These sessions ofdictation were

difficult and long; on severa! occasions during the composition ofthe Volcano the Lowrys
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put in sixteen and eighteen hour days, working weil into the night and rising early. In

addition, Lowry often worked on several manuscripts at once, leaning knuckles-down

over a series of tables in the large front room oftheir beach-house at Dollarton, pacing

back and forth and pausing frequently to bark a sequence to Margerie, or scrawl a few

lines himself. During one such iengthy period ofdictation, Malcolm's hands were so

encrusted with sores and callouses that a local doctor remarked with surprise that "These

are anthropoid pads ... the apes have these for leaning and dragging the backs oftheir

hands on the ground. 1have never seen callouses in this area before" (McNeill 103).

Lowry, with his fine sense ofirony, was proud ofthis condition, but soon a variety of

ailments, including severe varicose veins, made sustained work impossible.

ln addition to his penchant for extended writing periods, Lowry, as the poet Earle

Bimey has written, was

A spree drinker, and a spree writer too. He did things in great bursts of activity of

one sort or another, and he would build up a head of steam . . . He would do a

Iittle reading and the reading would start to get him thinking, and he'd begin to tum

that reading into something he was writing. And he would start [writing] and he

might go on then right through the evening and right on through the night, and he

might still be working the next day. And ifhe ran out ofpaper then he would use

anything in sight, and if there was nothing left, just because it was coming out of

him, he would start writing over sideways on top ofwhat he had already written,

until he would collapse out of sheer exhaustion. (Bowker 458)
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The exhausting, feverish quality ofLowry's writing was partially a result ofhis

simultaneous composition of several drafts at once. This method aIso meant that it was

sometimes difficult to distinguish the drafts or the works from one another. During the

composition ofthe "Voyage," Lowry's failing health and an often absent (due to a variety

ofillnesses) and recalcitrant Margerie, resulted in a noticeable deterioration in his

inscription methods. Albert Erskine described the first three drafts ofDark as the Grave

as "a formidable mess" just prior to suspending Lowry's contract. By the end ofhis Iife,

Lowry was no longer physically capable of the marathon sessions typical ofhis

composition ofthe Volcano. His methods of revision, however, had grown no less

involved or complicated.

Revision: Under the Volcano and October Ferry

For Lowry, the process ofcreating a novel did not end with its first draft. As

Grace suggests, Lowry "put a book together passage by passage almost as ifit were a

house on a pier," adding that "his work never seemed, to his eyes, complete" (4). In this

way, Lowry worked constantly around the edges and within the hearts ofhis works,

adding dialogue here, revealing an important symbolic connection there, inserting

additional descriptive passages somewhere else. The cutting-and-pasting many writers

associate with the final stages ofa manuscript were for Lowry part and parcel of ail and

any writing. Revision was never merely a polishing procedure for Lowry, because as he

"polished" one section he was likely to have introduced a whole additional one in passing,
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leading to bis poignant query concerning the completion ofthe Volcano: "How did 1ever

conspire to get it done? Yes -- how?" (3: 1).

Lowry's propensity and stamina for revision are legendary. Under the Volcano

alone took more than ten years from its inception to its release into the hands ofpublishers

following sustained pressure by Gerald Noxon, Margerie and Erskine. For bis part, Lowry

did not feel tbat the Volcano was quite complete, conceding only that "it was as good as il

could be made for the time being" (Day 370). Between the original version of 1936 and

that rejected by various publishers in 1940, Lowry rewrote the Volcano several times.

And between 1940 and the fourth draft of the novel in 1944, Lowry revised il in its

entirety at least four times, and each chapter as many as six times, through "compulsive,

dogged, inspired, exhaustive and exhausted revising and rewriting" (Asals 93). The

massive undertaking represented by Lowry's decade-long revision ofthe Volcano, wbile

certainly not unique in modern literature (recalling Joyce's famous remark that, as it had

taken bim eighteen years to complete Finnegan's Wake he did not see why it should not

take eighteen years to read it), is characteristic ofLowry's tendency to pack ever more

details and Iayers oflanguage, meaning and symbol into bis works until the structure could

support the content. Tbis facet ofLowry's method suggests that there is more than one

possible Ievei of revision, subject ofcourse to the plans, goals and technicallimitations of

an author. These roughly correspond to what 1have characterized above as filters of

varying degrees ofporousness, except that an author engaged in revision may, in addition

to refining existing tex!, add new materials.
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• At their most basic, strategies of revision allow a writer to tie up loose ends in the

manner ofa sophisticated extended spell-checker configured to mark a range of problems

on the level of syntax and narrative logic and continuity. For example, the re-organization

offamily relationships between the main characters ofthe Volcano, which saw Yvonne

(formerly Priscilla) become the Consul's wife instead ofhis daughter and Hugh reappear as

the Consul's half-brother instead of his son-in-Iaw represent initial revision, changes that

had to be made in order to facilitate larger shifts in the work's structure and meaning.

On another level, revision might tend to concentrate more on connotative textual

features. Connotative factors, which 1take to be the expressive layers of meaning below

the merely denotative, might include the finer points ofcharacter relationships and

interaction, the addition or refinement ofdialogue and narration, the finalizing of relevant

psychological details and built-in eues intended to evoke a range of reader-responses. For

Lowry, revision almost always required the addition of materials consisting in extra layers

of tightly-interwoven symbols and symbol structures. Touches Iike Lowry's late addition

ofmaterials relating to the Cabbala into Under the Volcano are representative ofthis level.

1would characterize the finallevel of revision as involving both polishing and

exhaustion. Polishing, because literature like ail art forms invariably has rough spots and

disjunctions that must be streamlined, and exhaustion because completing revision often

means running out ofthings to do to, or with, a text. To Lowry, a work was a/ways a

work in progress: dynarnic, growing and very much ofthe moment. Because ofthis, his

novels often shifted radically in both formai conception and specifie content between

drafts. As new ideas and themes became more important to him, Lowry followed them up
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with revision upon revision, in a seemingly endless search not for an endpoint but rather

for still more trajectories to fol1ow. His revisions ofUnder the Volcano, temporal1y

extended and sophisticated as they were, encapsulate perfectly this tendency.

Evolutionary and fascinating, Lowry's creative method stands as a complex and

distinctive instance ofliterary creative activity. Though painstakingly documented by his

biographers, critics and much ofhis fiction, most accounts ofLowry's writing method tend

towards thin description; namely, what he did and at what time with what results. By

contrast, in subsequent chapters, armed with a robust planning model ofliterary creative

action, 1 aim to provide a correspondingly thicker description; namely ofthe plans and

micro-processes that underpinned Lowry's creative method and its products. Elaboration

ofthis facet ofmy examination will be the central focus ofChapter Two.
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l'owards a Planning Model

of Literary Creativity



1can sec something pbilosopbically valuable in attempting to set down what actually
happens in a novelist's mind whcn he conceives what he conceives to be the fanciful figure of
a personage etc.··for tbis, the part that never gets ",Titten, with wbich is included the truc
impulses that "'Jade him novelist or a dramatist in the first place, and the modifications of life
around bim through his own cyes as those impulses were naturalized··would be the one truc
drama, and 1hope to finish something oftbis sort one day.

• Malcolm Lowry

The layman who asks the writer how he gets bis ideas seems to think that such ideas would
be forcing themselves on a mind as idle as bis own. But nolbing is more evident to the artist
than that he is working at bis art, and the layman is not ... To ask a poet to describe bis
creatÎ1 ~roeess is to ask him to formulate a mIe, or something that will do in place of a mie,
by follo ...mg wbich any idle ninny could make apoem. But writing poems is something idle
ninnies cannot expect to do without forfeiting their idleness and their ninnyhood. A poet is
not an idle ninny who just happens to own a sort of magical sausage.machine that he might
Icnd (or ofwhich he might deliver the patent) to his neighbour, Iike lending him a power
mower. Ifthere is a creative process it cannot be a substitute for intelligent work. It must be
a way such work is donc.

• Francis Sparshott

Malcolm Lowry was, by ail accounts, an extraordinarily creative writer. His gift

for language remains unique, and in bis complex fictional worlds of descent and despair,

recovery and return, Lowry invested the banal evil of an alcoholic existence in Mexico (in

Under the Volcano), a routine ferry crossing (October Ferry to Gabriola) and assorted

other tales with unrival1ed symbolic richness, Iyrical passion and eloquence. Still, for al1 of

bis correspondence and perhaps in spite of the "Lowry Legend" that bis Iife and work

inspired, we know relatively little about the mechanics of Lowry's creative process; no

more, at least, than we know about anywriter's creative processes.

To make sense ofLowry's creative method and of bis writer's block, it is necessary

to understand first what writerly processes, general and unique, Lowry was exploiting

successfully when he was able to write; and second what sorts of psychological checks and

balances and material states ofaffairs obtained when he could not. Each of these
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operations is ofcourse considerably more complex and detailed than my wording

suggests; still, 1believe that a plausible working account ofeach may be judiciously

assembled. To this end, in this chapter 1 shall proceed as follows: first 1shall explore

sorne of the difficulties inherent to defining general human creativity, and develop sorne

guidelines informing the way we think about creative action broadly. Second, 1shall

rehearse a number of plausible statements on what constitutes the creative process. Third,

1 shall outline a generic model of creativity based on problem-solving models advanced by

researchers !Tom cognitive psychology and Artificial Intelligence. Finally, 1shall introduce

and refine an intentionalist model of creativity addressing the special case of Iiterary works

with reference to the genesis and revision ofMary Shelley's Frankenstein. 1 shall be

guided throughout by the intuition that an accurate and useful account ofcreativity must

adopt as a first principle a planning view of human action. 1shall contend that creative

acts are, more oRen than not, planned acts and, further, that a moderate view of plans and

intentions provides the best explanation for what distinguishes creative acts !Tom

non-creative acts, and creative acts !Tom each other.

Creativity: Definitions and Processes

ln his influential 1986 Actual Minds. Possible Worlds, the American psychologist

Jerome Bruner maintains that:

The poem in its own right can tell us much about the nature of rnind, even if it fails

to yield up the secret ofits creation. Dostoevski's mystical genius, Joyce's

treacherous ways with language, these can still be stucied with profit, though we do
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• not know their inspiration. No literary sciences (any more than any natura! sciences)

can penetrate particular moments ofinspired creation. (4)

Thus, in a single stroke, Bruner captures an important truth and furthers an enduring myth

ofhuman creativity; namely, the truth that creative products contain in themselves

important clues to the structure of human cognition, desire, feeling and experience, and

the myth that the motivations and processes under!ying creative actions are somehow

necessarily ephemeral, oblique and resistant to productive human inquiry. 1wish to

preserve both ofBruner's intuitions, the myth along with the truth, as inva!uable guidelines

both to why we are badly in need ofa plausible, powerful and rational theory of literary

creativity and to how we may go about developing such a theory. As a first step, 1 shaH

proffer sorne general observations concerning basic human creativity.

First, human creativity is a universal phenomenon transcending borders ofculture,

nation, gender, race, class and other social categories. Even so, as Teresa Arnabile notes,

specifie creative acts are inextricably bound up with precisely these factors (66-85).

Second, creativity need not arise out of an obvious practica! personal or social need

(Gardner 33_7).19 Third, there are two distinct but related modes ofcreativity--everyday

and exceptional--resulting in correspondingly ordinary and extraordinary innovations

(Boden 134). Finally, creativity may be a property ofeither a process or a product (Battin

et al. 110). These are the main points ofconsensus with respect to human creativity.

Still, any attempt to reconfigure a basic account ofcreativity as a formaI definition

is bound to encounter sorne thorny problems. For example, is creativity constituted, as

Krystyna Zarniara puts it, "by a single general mechanism underlying aH distinct creative
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process," or a set of special cases Iinked to one another by the most cursory ofshared

components··or something in between (26)? Which is the crucial aspect of the creative

process: the creative moment, the units comprising the creative act or the creative

product?20 A good definition ofcreativity requires not only an explanation ofthe term but

an analysis ofthe condition or set of conditions that must obtain if an action or product is

correctly to be called creative. As it stands, there is Iittle in the body of mainstream

creativity research that addresses with consistency and rigour any of these concems.

Further, there is a sense in the literature on (especially artistic) creativity that

cenain aspects of the creative process··such as the precise nature of what is commonly

called "inspiration".·fall beyond the scope of rational inquiry. As David Lamb notes,

research into the phenomenon of human creativity has historically been in thrall to one or

another enduring myths. Lamb describes one ofthese, the "Heroic theory," as follows:

Heroic theories ofcreativity are held deeply in the popular image of scientific and

anistic research. Il is also part of the popular image that the mechanisms by means

ofwhich creative personalities generate their novel ideas are inexplicable. For it is

widely held that the kemel ofcreative thinking is steeped in mystery and

irrationality ... that creative works are bizarre achievements accomplished by

eccentric personalities in mysterious circumstances. (6.7)

The Heroic theory originates with the Platonic stipulation that nothing new may be

brought into the world. Instead, poetry is achieved by the divine intervention ofthe

Muses speaking through the passive anist. As latter.day critics have noted, this sheds no

Iight on "how artistic creation occurs, since it does not explain how poetry was created by
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• the Muses before being transmitted through the poets to a human audience" (Battin et al.

III), but tbis weakness has not diminished the heroic theory's popular appeal.

In our own time, Romantic views ofcreativity have exerted a powerful influence

on both writers and critics. Romantic views posit that creativity derives from pre- or

unconscious forces (memories, associations, desires and so on) that supervene onto the

conscious mind during creative action. Tbis trance-Iike state resists conscious human

guidance, wbich potentially constitutes a disastrous interruption. A c1assic instance ofthe

Romantic model of creativity, what Zachary Leader calls "Romantic creation with a

vengeance," is Samuel Coleridge's "Kubla Khan." In the preface to tbis well-known poem--'.
fragment, Coleridge writes that he composed the poem in a trance during which the

images rose up before bim "as things, with a parallel production ofthe correspondent

expressions, without any sensation or consciousness ofeffort" (qtd. in Leader 205).

Taking Coleridge's cue, Iiterary critics tend to exclude the creative process from

discussion as an unfortunate apriorifact of the matter irrelevant to explications of

meaning and judgements ofvalue. Il is rare indeed to find Iiterary criticism that theorizes

adequately the Iiterary creative process, contributing to Herbert Simon's conviction that:

The subject of scientific discovery (and creativity generally) has been surrounded

by dense mists of romanticism and downright know notbingism. Even

well-inforrned persons, who do not believe that the stork brings babies, and are

prepared to believe an empirical account ofbiological creation sometimes balk at

natural explanations of the creation ofnew ideas. It appears that the human mind is

the last bastion ofvitalism. (226)
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• Since Simon's influential work, a10ng with that of Alan Newall and others from the first

vanguarcl ofArtificial Intelligence, a small but fierce debate has raged within creativity

research over whether human creativity is the exception or the rule. Experimental data

tracking creative thinking in a wide range oftasks suggests that the capacity for creativity

is general to human beings.21 This is not to say that we inhabit a world of nascent geniuses

in every creative domain, but rather that creative thinking and acting are natural facets of

human thinking and acting. On the one hand, this universalist view ofcreativity effectively

contests Romantic theories of inspiration and the psychopathology of genius; on the other

it can as ofyet tell us little about why and how sorne people are so much more

creative--and effective at being creative--than others.

The Creative Process:

Exactly what constitutes the creative process remains the most controversial and

unchaned aspect ofcontemporary exploration into human creativity. As Teresa Amabile

and Elizabeth Tighe state flatly: "This is a question to which we currently have few

answers" (17). Sylvano Arieti believes that "The creative process is a way offulfilling the

10nging or search for a new object or state ofexperience that is not easily found or

obtained" (6). Others feel that the initial creative impulse derives from the maker's desire

to "capture and reveal the inaccessible essence ofthings" (Arnheim 62). Margaret Boden,

for her pan, favours a pragmatic, heuristic-centred, problem-solving approach (75).

There are sorne items within the creative process on which there is agreement

however. For example, prevailing wisdom among theorists ofcreativity dictates that
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• creative action is initiated by the careful development of a problem under consideration.

This"creative problem" in tum occasions the preparation stage, where materials and

strategies for creative action are organized. Preparation is notable for making extensive

use of "domain-relevant" skills, defined by Howard Gardner as conventions and techniques

specifie to a field ofcreative inquiry (38). The selection ofdomain-relevant skills depends

on how structured a creative activity is and also on whether or not it is informed by a

dominant school or paradigm (38). Thus ballet or physics, in virtue oftheir considerable

technical complexity, specialized vocabulary and so forth might be considered

high-structural activities, with finger-painting and archaeology being perhaps relatively less

structured.22 In addition, domain-relevant skills reflect the degree ofexpertise an agent

has in a given creative endeavour. The excellent technical painter is better-equipped to

treat a creative problem than is the rank amateur; better able to exploit existing painterly

conventions and more likely to devise useful new ones, suggesting that domain-relevant

skills are essential to both everyday and extraordinary creativity. In this vein, Francis

Sparshott observes that:

[The ability to seize on events and themes appropriate for poetry] has to be exactly

what it is to be an experienced writer. To have experience is nothing more than to be

able to recognize and exploit occasions for skill. It might be thought that what this

describes is the practice of the unoriginal and uncreative writer, but it is not so. Even

the most astonishing innovator astonishes in the sum ofhis work. (50)
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A rigorous examination ofthe relationship of skills, in concert with a definition of the

notoriously slippery and controversial concept of "talent," might go a long way towards

iIIuminating the distinction between ordinary and exceptional creativity.

Whatever the result, ail creativity is characterized by idea-generation, also called

"brainstorming. "23 Idea-generation can occur in short bursts or be extended over long

periods oftime, allowing for reconsideration and even wholesa1e alteration. New ideas

may significantly change the shape of the final product. Both the form and content ofa

creative work may diverge or expand weil beyond the original set of creative plans. The

potential for mutability as a regular feature of the creative process points to what Harry

Frankfurt has identified as a key component of human intentionality; namely the purposive

"guiding" function ofthe human agent engaged in intentional action (73).24 This is in

sharp contrast to Romantic views of individual creative agency as a subset of a larger,

ephemeral entity. Whether it be God, the Muses or the unconscious, inspiration theories

ofcreativity precisely militate, in one form or another, against the possibility ofcorrective

adjustments performed by individual agents with their own sets of plans, goals, and

intentions. If it can be shown that persons can and do exercise their capacities for

adjustment during creative action, then inspiration theories are significantly weakened.

As ideas are generated and sub-generated, reconsidered and revised, creative

activity draws toward completion. This final stage features the revision of ideas using

domain-specifie criteria. Creative revision depends on the validation ofone's generated

ideas against an evolving background ofstructural and social standards (Arnabile & Tighe

17). !n the revision process, plans, skills and experience once again play a vital role.
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• A Generic Madel ofCreativity:

In order to arrive at a suitable model for Iiterary creativity it is necessary to

compare and contrast the special case of Iiterary creativity with more general conceptions

ofcreative activity. The following is a simplified generic representation ofperhaps the

most common approach to creativity; namely, the problem-solving approach:2l

1. IdentifY and isolate a problem.

2. Assemble materials and strategies for problem-solving using technical expertise.

3. Generate and sub-generate ideas based on procedures outlined in stages 1 and 2.

4. Review ideas relative to the domain. Complete product.

The first stage in this generic model assumes that creativity is a complex form of

problem-solving in which generative mies and innovating heuristics are used to define a

solution (Boden 75). These generative mies are at once pre-coded and productive. A

productive generative system is one where universal mIes are developed which allow for

variations and/or imaginative substitutions (Currie 209). For example, human natural

languages are conventionalized systems stmctured around grammatical mIes capable of

sponsoring virtually Iimitless innovations. Thus, the simple English sentence-order mIe

"subject-verb-object" can generate the phrase "The fish sits on the dish" as weil as the

intriguing variation "The eel plays on the Astroturf' and so on, ad infinitum.26

In the same manner, heuristics guide us through sets of possibilities for expression,

speech action and so forth, effectively reorganizing our immediate mental space (Boden

75). An example ofcreative action so constituted might be the heuristic used by Susan

prescribing that the initial red bmsh-stroke ofher current abstract painting be balanced on
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ail sides. This choice may detennine in large part how the painting turns out, defining the

placement and range ofcolours, and opening and c10sing offwhole areas of the canvas. A

new heuristic may be developed and activated at any appropriate time; for example, Susan

may decide on the basis of her perfectly balanced work that sorne of its colours must be

muted in order to convey a certain mood. When Susan successfully concludes her

painting, the creative problem addressed by her guiding heuristics is solved. This

computational view ofcreativity has many of adherents, but there is a growing opposition

as weil, represented here by physicist Danah Zohar:

More recently, the Artificial Intelligence lobby has adopted this same mechanistic

[Behaviourist] mode!. According to AI, we are just like our word processors. Il is

as though we have so many silicon chips rattling around in our heads. Again, this is

a very causal and determinist view of the human rnind. Il is a very non-creative

view. AI can account for how we do rote activities, but it cannot account for how

we ever do anything new. It can't account for the invention of new language or

new concepts. My word processor never does anything that 1don't tell it to

do--except have accidents and breakdowns! Il never cornes up with anything

positive that 1haven't programmed into il. It can't create.17 (206)

Zohar's intuition is a sound one, and points to an important flaw in the generic model;

namely, that the term "problem" seems an insufficient description, let alone an explanation,

for certain (i.e., artistic) modes ofcreativity. In their defence, the proponents of

problem-solving approaches emphasize that the conceptual term "problem" is intended to
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adapt equally weil to either aesthetic or non-aesthetic creativity, and may include

expressivity, desires, emotions, and reactions and so forth as potential variables.

Still, while the application of problem-solving heuristics speaks powerfully to

certain aspects ofcreativity, it does not seem to address properly cases where a creative

act takes place seemingly in the absence ofa problem, or where the terms of the problem

remain un-articulated and/or un-identifiable. After all, a problem typically is specified as

an abnormal state ofaffairs requiring solution or redress. So construed, problems are the

object of specialized techniques, ruIes and conventions aimed at their solution. A flat tire

can be repaired by utilizing a substitute located in the trunk ofone'; car, an inaccurate

equation can be reconfigured until its proofis equal to the original terms. By contrast, not

ail creativity admits ofa distinct problem from which the creative process is at once

derived and directed at solving. An etching may begin with a few lazy, abstracted

movements of the hand. It may not be until the work is already in progress that the

"problem" is recognized--if at ail. In Artificial Intelligence systems, or general scientific

experimental inquiry, research aims are usually stated in terms ofhypotheses. A

hypothesis predicts the measurable outcome ofa process or event. But the properties of

artistic products may or may not be measurable, and therefore may or may not be

predietable. Particularly in writing, the problem (assuming there is one) motivating literary

creative action may have virtually no bearing on the eventual product. As Arieti argues,

"In the sciences the validity ofa given problem situation depends entirely on the conditions

inherent in the problem situation itselfwhereas in the arts there are as many possible ways

ofrepresenting a given subject as there are outlooks and attitudes" (65).28 IfArieti is
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• correct, then surely we err in describing a painting or sculpture or tone-poem as a

problem; or, at least, as a single problem.

Or do we? According to pioneering creativity researcher Mikhail Csikeszentmihly,

allcreative activity is, inevitably:

The process of solution to a problem. A1though this "problem" is often not

consciously formulated by the artist, it may be assumed that without some source

of problematic feelings he would have nothing to do. Il may be assumed further

that if the artist begins a painting as a process of a personal discovery of an

aesthetic problem, his works will be relatively more original than if he begins a

painting to fit a standard aesthetic problem. (I08)

Csikeszentmihly's daim notwithstanding, terms like "standard aesthetic problems" tend to

emphasize rigid conceptions ofartistic form even as they occlude the subde distinctions of

content, reference and symbol inherent in much artistic creativity.

For example, consider the case of William, who undertakes to write a sonnet in the

Shakespearean form. In fact, he is aware both before and during his writing that he wishes

to write a sonnet. That William addresses successfully the probIem ofwriting a sonnet in

no way accurately sums up the range ofartistic concerns and options open to him during

his writing nor exhaustively describes alternative problems that might play a simultaneous

or supplementary role. During his composition William does not engage with a "research

problem" as standardly conceived, because the formaI properties of the sonnet do not fully

comprise either his creative action or its results.
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Along similar lines, a particularly damaging observation about the inadequacy of

pmblem-solving approaches to creativity is registered by Mario Bunge, who takes issue

with the idea that computers are capable ofinventing new ideas and/or matter:

The daim that it is possible to design creative computers amounts to the thesis that

it is possible to forrnulate mIes for inventing ideas. But the very idea of ars

inveniendi is wrong because, by definition, an invention is not to be had by just

applying a set ofmies. Once an invention is in hand one may invent mIes for

applying it as a matter of routine ... First the creation, then the routine. To

attempt to reverse the process, or conflate the two stages, betrays poor logic.

(304)

By universalizing creativity as the application of heuristics to a defined research problem,

problem-so!ving models present an inadequate view of the creative artist as an obedient

follower ofcodes that, ifused correctly, virtually guarantee results. As Sparshott

observes, this view cannot do justice to the artist "whose style deterrnines a way of

developing and changing his ways of proceeding themselves, who sees in the next

occasion for his art not an opportunity to do what he knows how to do but an opportunity

to do the next best thing" (52). Sparshott's intervention rests elegantly at the intersection

ofconvention and innovation, where art generates new ways ofart-making, always under

the guidance ofthe artist, and involves, in Arieti's words, "not the mechanical application

ofprescribed techniques but the spontaneous solution" (65). Such a procedure has the
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advantage ofneither absolutely requiring nor excluding problem-solving techniques,

depending instead on contextual goals, abilities, plans and intentions for guidance.

In fact, 1would argue that the locus ofcreative action, at least ITom the point at

which it bccomes intentional action, lies in the guiding plans and intentions of the creative

agent and the degree to which these affect motivation, procedure and product. As

Zamiara notes, "Creative activities and their products and also receptive-interpretational

activities are ail intentional" (33).29 It makes sense that the budding poet who intentionally

writes an ode to a sunset on a warm July night has significantly divergent reasons and

goals ITom the astronomer who intentionally charts gaseous activity on the same fading

star.!O Both the poet and the astronomer engage in intentional action. Therefore, it is not

the faet but the content of their beliefs, desires, intentions and actions that distinguish the

two very different actions. If, as 1have suggested earlier, we are prepared to grant that

the cognitive structure ofcreative actions is similar to human actions generally, then we

must aIso grant that intentionality is an important feature of the creative process. On this

basis 1shall introduce my own model, specifically adapted to literary creativity.

An Intentionalist Model ofCreativity:

The following model is based on a planning view ofcreativity. By planning 1mean

the roles played by plans and intentions in motivating, guiding and appropriately

terminating creative action. As 1have configured it, the model draws on research ITom the

philosophy ofpsychology, cognitive psychology, artificial intelligence, and phiiosophical
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theories ofaction, yielding seven ascending and interlocking horizontal stages each

describing a part of the creative process: 31

1. Recognize/ IdentifY an aesthetic or non-aesthetic creative motivator.

2. Develop a plan (derived from beliefs, desires and contexts) for writing.

3. Develop corresponding writerly intentions.

4. Organize domain-relevant skills, tools and information.

S. Generate, sub-generate and develop ideas in writing.

6. Revise and refine.

7. Suspend/complete, reassess and release.

With respect to the first stage of this model, 1consider that plans and intentions are

essential to structuring human creative activity. 1wish to emphasize therefore that the

creative motivator may be a reaction, a problem, an impulse, an emotion or any other state

with propositional content capable ofgenerating intentions. In this broad sense, the

creative motivator in my model is capable of initiating research into the cure for a

dangerous disease, a c1ever way to rig up a swing-set, the nostalgic post-divorce

moonlight rendering ofa poem cycle and so forth. The second and third steps of my

revised model involve the active development ofcreative plans and intentions. 1refer here

to the role played by plans and intentions in motivating, guiding and appropriately

terrninating creative action. In taking plans and intentions to be primary in structuring

creative activity 1appeal to Michael Bratman's notion that human beings are planning

agents, and as such possess both "the capacity to act purposively and the capacity to form
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and execute plans" (2).32 Plans aid in co-ordinating activity and serve also to inforrn and

generate intentions. Intentions in tum function as "conduct-controlling pro-attitudes"

directed always towards action (26). Intentions incorporate, where plans do not, a settling

function. To intend to act is to be motivatedto act, to have beliefs about howto act, and

to be settledon acting accordingly. 1shall expand upon the relationship between plans,

intentions and literary creativity momentarily.

1 have identified stage four as a procedure wherein materials and strategies suitable

for creative action are organized (Amabile & Tighe 7). As noted previously, creative

organization is notable for making extensive use of domain-relevant skills. Also, the

gathering of materials required for creative action occurs during this period.

My fifth stage concems idea-generation. Idea-generation may occur in short

bursts or he extended over îong periods of time, and reconsideration and other changes

are usual features of this process. The forrn and content of a work may therefore diverge

or expand well beyond the confines of the original problem on the basis of new plans as

these are generated during creatj-,,~ activity.

Stage six is characterized by the revision and refinement ofideas using

domain-specific criteria. Revision and refinement allow an artist to determine how best to

balance novelty and effect in order to generate a product that is complete, displays either

(or both) psychologicaI or historical originality,33 and is ready for release before sorne

audience. In other words, creative works must be revised and assessed not only with
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• respect to their internai merit and coherence, but also on the basis of the formaI, social,

cultural and historical features that help structure paradigms ofcreative inquiry.3'

This brings me to my final stage, consisting in the appropriate termination of

creative activity relative to the full range ofvariables specific to the product and its

creator. 1consider that there are three possible outcomes ofcreative action: 1)

satisfactory completion; 2) suspension ofcreative activity without satisfactory completion

but with a plan for renewed activity; and 3) cessation ofcreative activity without any plan

for its resumption. Taking these points in order, my criterion for satisfactory completion

requires that the creative product be aligned (formally, thematically and 50 forth) with the

guiding plans and intentions ofits maker, ready for release.3s Therefore, creative action is

satisfactorily completed a) when relevant plans and goals have been satisfactorily met; or

b) when an appropriate new plan is activated.36 With respect to the second point, the

temporary cessation ofcreative activity, whether due to blockage, time constraints or a

variety ofpersonal factors is a common occurrence, and willlead either to eventual

completion or abandonment. The abandonment ofa creative project also occurs often,

perhaps more so for sorne than others. By my definition, a creative project, once

abandoned, is unlikely to be recovered and completed. This does not mean the 1055 of ail

materials generated during the process; a blocked poet may atlempt to break the blockage

by re-ordering words and images in line with new themes and plans, for example.

Now that 1have laid out the bare bones ofmy model of Iiterary creative action, 1

would Iike to zero in on sorne ofthe key functions of plans and intentions in the
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generation ofliterary works. First, as John Hayes and Linda Flowers point out, both

"plans to do" (rhetorical plans) and "plans to say" (content-oriented and composing plans)

help writers to invest their work with structure and meaning. Plans aid writers in shaping

their central themes, organizing ideas and information and sustaining creative activity.

Second, plans allow for adjustment at any time during the creative process. As 1

noted earlier, Frankfurt conceives that a person's ability to perform a wide range of

adjustments to bis or her actions is a capacity unique to human agents. As members of the

same class, creative actions admit ofvirtually the same sorts ofdesires, beliefs, intentions

and corrective criticisms usual to human actions generally. In tbis manner, agents acting

creatively routinely engage in a variety of adjustments during creative production-­

remember Susan, who painstakingly guides her brush in order to achieve precisely the

desired placement, colour and texture.

Tbird, a planning approach is uniquely equipped to perform sorne important

conceptual work in a model of Iiterary creativity. Dnly with recourse to plans, goals and

intentions may we accurately make the following distinctions: between creative and

non-creative activities; between creative activities and non·intentional mental processes;

between creative products and products of any other activity; and between creative

products and any other side effect of the same activity (Zamiara 33).

After ail, one does not create purely accidentally: Newton's famous headache may

weil have been the result of a fluke wind (or a miscbievous apple tree-climber), but bis

weaving of disparate ideas, observations and hypotheses into a larger theory ofgravity
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required careful thought and lucid practical reasoning. This is not to say that ail

discoveries are spectacular examples oflogically conceived and executed intentional

actions; serendipity has certainly played a part in innovations in the arts as weil as in the

social and natural sciences··but rather that exploring new ideas and objects consistentiy is

aided by plans and intentions. Thus, my model of creativity requires··fundamentally··a

moderate intentionalism with respect to Iiterary authorship and interpretation.

ln making this c1aim 1am persuaded by Paisley Livingston and Alfred Mele's

discussion of moderate intentionalism in their article entitied "Intentions and

Interpretations." For Livingston & Mele, moderate intentionalism relies upon a

psychological realism about the existence of beliefs, desires, emotions and intentions as

real·world phenomena, and not simply "useful fictions or spectators' constructions" (942).

As an interpretative stance, moderate intentionalism holds that we can access at least sorne

of an author's intentions sorne of the time, and that understanding these intentions can

prove salutary in critica! and theoretical practice.

As 1demonstrated above, creativity may be motivated by a variety of mental states

with propositional content stimJlated either by external or internaI events. Each ofthese

motivators ofcreativity is in tUnl capable of sponsoring a plan the executive component of

which is an intention or set ofintentions to act. Insofar as creativity is active··and it is

usually active··it is influenced by plans and intentions. Insofar as creativity is deliberate··

and it is usually deliberate··it Iikewise involves plans and intentions.
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Finally, if we allow that humans use plans and intentions in order to act creatiyely,

then we must a1so agree that Iiterary teXls, as intentional artifacts, contain important dues

to thcir authors own goals, plans and intentions. Such information may proye inyaluable

in generating interpretative inferences, descriptions ofmeaning and judgcments of value.

This is precisely the case, as 1shall now argue, with Mary Shelley's Frankenstein.

Towards a Literary Model:

Both as a Gothie novel and as an index of modern myths--of creation, of birth, of

the perils of scientific over-reaching--Mary Shelley's Frankenstein; or the Modern

Prometheus remains a remarkably original and powerful creative achievement. And yet, as

many readers ofFrankenstein have no doubt wondered and as Shelley herself asks in her

1831 Author's Introduction to the Standard Novels Edition, "How [was it that] l, then a

young girl, came to think of, and to dilate upon, so very hideous an idea?" (5).

How indeed? Weil, according to the introduction--a story almost as well-known

as that ofFrankenstein itself--the Iiterary Muse yisits the young Mary Shelley during a

dream, leaving the thinly-fleshed skeleton ofa novel in its wake. Behind this fortuitous

collision of imagination and inspiration we may glimpse the shadow of the Prometheus

myth referred to in Shelley's sub-title: creativity, in the form of an illuminating fire, is

conferred upon the worthy by a supernatural power. 1propose that a doser reading of

Shelley's introduction effectively debunks this Romantic myth, while at the same time

making explicit what the novel only suggests: namely, that creativity, far from being the
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chance convergence ofbreeding, genius and divine inspiration, functions instead via the

intentional application of skill, effort and imagination. To buttress this claim, I shall now

examine in detail the circumstances of Mary Shelley's composition of Frankenstein with

reference to the model of Iiterary creative action adduced above.

The main points of the familiar story outlined in the introduction are as follows:

Mary Shelley, Percy Shelley, Lord Byron and Dr. John Polidori held an impromptu ghost

story contest, taken far less seriously by the poets than by Mary Shelley, who was

determined to produce a tale that would "speak to the mysterious fears ofour nature, and

awaken thrilling horror--one to make the reader dread to look around, and to curdle the

blood, and quicken the beatings ofthe heart" (7-8). Some days after the original contest,

following a prolonged discussion between Percy and Polidori about the legendary (and

apocryphal) re-animation experiments ofDr. Erasmus Darwin, Shelley spent a restless

night in bed, drifting into unbearably vivid dreams:

When I placed my head upon my pillow, I did not sleep, nor could I be said to

think. My imagination, unbidden, possessed and guided me, gifting the successive

visions that arose in my mind with a vividness far beyond the usual bounds of

reverie. I saw--with shut eyes but acute mental vision--I saw the pale student of

the unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing he had put together. I saw the

hideous phantasm ofa man stretched out, and then, on the workings of some

powerful engine, show signs of life and stir with an uneasy, vital motion. Frightful

must it be. (8)

50



• When she awoke, Shelley recorded the dream in the hopes ofcontriving a ghost story

"which would frighten my reader as 1had been frightened that night!" (884), and

Frankenstein subsequently was written and polished over a nine-month period.

These comprise the events described in the Author's Introduction. 1 shall preserve

for the most part the general contents of this sequence while offering a somewhat different

description ofthe underlying creative process to which it refers. First, Shelley scholars

Iike Anne Mellor and Ellen Moers37 have documented thoroughly the various

autobiographical echoes in Frankenstein. Unsurprisingly, this evidence shows that the

genesis of the novel was much more complex and temporally extended than Shelly daims.

And the biographical data further suggests that key thematic elements ofFrankenstein--the

horrors of childbirth, the burdens of ambition, and 50 forth--relate directly to a series of

personal conflicts that Shelley struggJed with more or Jess continuously throughout her

life. Remember, Shelley went to bed on that fateful night with ghost stories--and more

particularly her desire to write one--very much on her rnind: "1 recurred to my ghost

story,--my tiresome unlucky ghost story!" (884). Now, strictly speaking one cannot

intendto dream--or at least cannot hold much hope of influencing the dream's

content--but just prior to sleeping and drearning Shelley recognized and c1early was

concemed with a specifie creative motivator: her desire to furnish her husband and his

friends with a story--exactly in line with stage one ofthe aforementioned model ofliterary

creative action. This immediate creative motivation, identified and placed against a

background ofrelevant beliefs, sponsored the initial organization ofemotions, images and
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so on into an essentially coherent plan to write a work offiction. Or, recalling Shelley's

briefbout with writer's block, her plan (and corresponding intentions) to at least t1yto

write. So stages two and three ofmy model hold.

Stage four was activated only after Shelley recognized the literary potential of her

dream, and endeavours to make effective use ofher domain-relevant skills. She organized

relevant knowledge and imaginative materials to aid in her creative plans and intentional

strategies; in the case ofFrankenstein her remarkable command ofthe language of

contemporary science and her adoption of the epistolary forro as a structuring device for

the story refleet domain-relevant skills. Also, she most likely gathered and employed

physical items pertaining to a suitable writing environment at this point.

ln accordance with my model's fifth stage, Shelley ordered the events of her dream

as workable ideas and generated further chains of ideas on the level of plot construction

and progression, word-play, and the development ofcharacters and their attributes. As she

wrote, her initial "vision" was modified, sometimes deepened and sometimes deleted

altogether. For example, consider these two physical descriptions of the monster: the first

appears in the Author's Introduction as an account of Shelley's original dream, in which

the monster is described altemately as "the hideous phantasm of a man stretched out ..

stirring with an uneasy, vital motion ... the hideous corpse ... the horrid thing with

yellow, watery, but speculative eyes." (9). In the second, which 1 have excerpted from the

published novel, Shelley's briefnightmare image is reconfigured as Dr. Frankenstein's

recolleetion ofhis initial encounter with his hellish creation:
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How can 1describe my emotions at this catastrophe, or how delineate the wretch

whom with such infinite pains and care 1had endeavoured to form? His limbs were

in proportion and 1had selected his features as beautiful. Beautiful! Great God!

His yellow skin scarcely covered the work of muscles and arteries beneath; his hair

was ofa lustrous black, and f1owing; his teeth ofa pearly whiteness; but these

luxuriances only formed a more horrid contrast with his watery eyes, that seemed

almost of the same colour as the dun-white sockets in which they were set, his

shrivelled complexion and his straight black lips. (56)

The similarities are there--the watery eyes, the corpse-like skin--but the second account is

by far the richer; more detailed, more evocative and more powerful, the ideas bearing a

recognizable resemblance to the original vision but showing significant refinement.

Finally, in line with stage seven, Shelley refined her ideas into a carefully structured

novel notable for its complex concentric intermingling of past and present, as weil as for

its distinctive narrative voices. She revised and polished Frankenstein for almost a year

before its release into publication, incorporating the suggestions of Percy Shelley along

with her own editorial alterations. The final work has a consistency oftheme and style

and a command ofphrase appropriate to someone who had clear goals concerning her

creative project and who acted to achieve these with a minimum ofdigression.

Now, always mindful of standard anti-intentionalist objections, 1must emphasize

that my moderate intentionalist account does not require that each and every theme,

reference or punctuation mark ofFrankenstein hearken back to a specific (and easily

accessible) plan or intention. Rat.ler, 1claim only that Shelley's novel was motivated,
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guided and sustained by an evolving series of plans and corresponding intentions. As 1

have suggested above, examples of relevant plans are everywhere apparent in Shelley's

design for Frankenstein, including ofcourse her decision to commence writing it in the

first place. Relevant intentions informed her choice ofgenre, and, on various levels and at

various times, aspects of her nove1's structure, plot, characterization, and even language.

After ail, given that Shelley intended Frankenstein to be a ghost story, certain formai and

thematic decisions were necessary. By the time she began writing Frankenstein, Shelley

had already read and absorbed the major Gothic novels by Radcliffe and Walpole. The

Gothic tale of terror was an established, highly popular genre with sorne important

conventions, including the use offirst-person narration to promote a heightened sense of

realism, and the investment of the Gothic landscape with a powerful allegorical

presence--both ofwhich devices are employed to great effect in Frankenstein. In addition,

Shelley carefully incorporated formaI aspects of Samuel Richardson's well-known

epistolary novels Pamela and Clarissa into her own. These Iiterary borrowings testii)' to

Shelley's guiding plans and intentional choices, based on detailed consideration, with

respect to key elements of narration, exposition and setting.

Similarly, once Shelley had generated initial plans concerning say, plot, theme, and

characterization, many alternative choices had to be ruled out. This is because writerly

action, Iike aIl creative action, expands and narrows the range of potential plans at many

levels as it progresses. For example, it was inconceivable given Shelley's plans for

Frankenstein that the monster become suddenly handsome, a Martian, or invisible halfway
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• through the book. Such decisions are influenced by the sets ofbeliefs, desires, and

intentions with wbich the writer begins bis or her exploration. Still, to allow that creativity

is guided and sustained by intentions is not to rule out the contributions ofimpulse, or

artistic vision or free and spontaneous ideas, but simply to ground these in a

psychologically plausible context ofbeliefs, desires, intentions, plans and further goals.

Finally, Iiterary creativity routinely exploits conventionalized intentional default

settings specific to the creator and bis or her social, linguistic, and other contexts (Mele

229). Thus, it was not necessary for Mary Shelley to remember each and every time she

wrote it that an "h" follows "t" in the word the. Tbis knowledge ofgrammar functions by

default. Nor did Shelley re-create the character ofDr. Frankenstein each time she

resumed writing; tbis too would have become a default process relating backwards to the

Doctor's extant character attributes (material description, narrative voice, knowledge of

the world etc.), and forwards to upcoming textual developments. These default processes

bighlight, ironically, the commonplace suspicion that a significant proportion ofliterary

creativity is mechanical and formulaic. Such banal creative products may result from the

need to meet a deadline, a commission, a personal quota and so on. Like everytbing else

that is human, creative writing is not devoid of instrumental overtones, and tbis 1 tbink

supports, rather than negates, the role played by plans and intentions in literary creativity.

ln addition to Mary SheIley's Frankenstein, itself exemplary ofa carefully crafted

and guided creative literary work, there is a wealth ofevidence, anecdotal, biograpbical,

experimental and theoretical, that strongly suggests that Iiterary creativity is as a matter of
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course intentional action guided by a variety of plans and intentions. To accept this

commonsense premise, 1have argued, does not require believing that we can access ail of

these intentions and plans, on allievels, ail of the time. Rather, 1am advocating that

Iiterary creativity be understood as following, sometimes securely, sometimes swerving, a

path defined by an agent's goals, plans, intentions, skills and relevant environmental and

socio-cultural contexts.

ln --And 1Worked at the Writer's Trade, Malcolm Cowley sketches a simple

model for Iiterary composition. It runs as follows:

There would seem to be four stages in the composition ofa story. First cornes the

germ of the story, then a period of more or less conscious meditation, then the first

draft, and finally the revision, which may be simply 'pencil work,' as John O'Hara

caUs it--that is, minor changes in wording--or may lead to writing several drafts

and what amounts to a new work. (\ 80)

This model contains much ofthe information of my own in significantly fewer words.

How does Cowley manage this? On the one hand, his model forsakes sorne of the

precision and detail ofmy own. On the other--and this is crucial--Cowley is himself a

writer, and is used to working with writers. He knows how they think, and how they

work. In fact, his account as much as my own presupposes and depends on plans and

intentions. Cowley's writer is no abstraction but a person whose work he might be

required to edit. In this sense, it is Cowley's writer, Cowley's Lowry, who shaU be my

real-world benchmark in ensuing chapters.
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To sum up, 1have, in this chapter, worked through three separate but related

questions: the main features involved in any creative process; the function of plans and

intentions in literary creativity; and a case-study linking these two theoretical concems. 1

have outlined and demonstrated a model which, if rough, at least points the way towards a

more nuanced, rigorous, and sophisticated approach to literary creative action. In Chapter

Three, 1shall use this model as a basis from which to explicate the complex and under­

researched phenomenon of writer's block.
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You don't know what it is to stay a whole day with your head in your hands trying to squeeze
your unfortunate head so as to fmd a word.

- Gustave Flaubert

1sit down religiously every moming, 1sit down for eight hours every day--and the sitting
do\\n is ail. In the course ofthat working day ofeight hours 1write three sentences which 1
crase before leaving the table in despair... it takes aIl my resolution and power ofself­
control to refrain from butting my head against the wall. 1want to howl and foam at the
mouth, but 1daren't do it for fear ofwaking the baby and alarming my wife.

- Joseph Conrad

In 1948, from the heart ofltaly, Margerie Lowry wrote to Albert Erskine with the

depressing news that "Malcolm is losing bis mind now it is going quick1y 50 that one can

see the change from week to week. He has periods ofapparent calm and brilliance

followed by periods ofblackness. And he's becoming actively dangerous" (51:3). What

Margerie did not tell Erskine, who was after ail responsible for finalizing the details of the

American launch of Under the Volcano, was that Malcolm was drinking again, and he had

also virtually ceased to write. For Lowry it was one of the frequent and drawn-out

experiences ofwriter's block that were to haunt his later days and so severely compromise

the consistency ofhis mature work: between 1946, when the Volcano was submitted to

publishers, and 1957, he was unable to complete another novel. Despite tbis eleven-year

hiatus (which might easily have continued had he lived), specifie mention ofwriter's block

is entirely absent from the Lowrys' correspondence, although references by Lowry and

others to bis inability to write abound.

Why could neither Malcolm nor Margerie Lowry, consummate hypochondriacs

both, recognize what anyone today might speedily ifunhelpfully diagnose as writer's

block, that bane ofthe literary artist from antiquity to present day? The simple answer is
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• that, however ancient the condition, the tenn "writer's block" is an artifact of the late

twentieth-century, popularized in 1950 by the Viennese psychoanalyst Edmund Bergler.

Agonized about by writers ranging from St. Augustine to Balzac to Tillie OIsen, even

today there is a dearth ofacademic materials on writer's blocks outside ofa very few

books and several articles, typically found in joumals devoted to the study ofcomposition

and rhetoric, psychotherapy or perceptual cognition. Still more surprisingly, given its

historical importance, there has never been a book-Iength investigation--with the notable

exception ofZachary Leader's 1991 Writer's Block--ofthe condition within the context of

literary studies.38 This professional oversight illustrates the disinclination of Iiterary

scho!ars to theorize rigorously the creative processes behind the texts which are their

bread and butter, and simply reinforces the Romantic mystification ofliterary creativity. Il

is against this sparse backdrop that 1shall delineate the structure and general processes of

writer's block, Iinking my findings to the mode! for Iiterary creativity sketched out in

Chapter Two and prefiguring my discussion ofMalcolm Lowry's own writing blocks in

Chapter Four.

Before 1begin my analysis however, it is worth taking seriously Leader's apt

observation that writer's block among professional writers--those whose business it is to

know how to write and to be very good at it--is significantly more complex a problem than

blocking among other less specialized populations. For Leader, one of the weaknesses of

the various accounts ofwriter's block posited by rhetoricians and cognitive scientists is

their empiricist bias. For example, Mike Rose studies a range ofcollege students over a
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period ofmonths, while John Hayes and Linda Flower similarly predicate their "protocol

analyses" on a test-group ofcollege students and professors and Lynn Bloom focuses

exclusively on female graduate students--albeit from a range ofacademic

disciplines--experiencing writing anxiety over their incomplete theses. A1though Rose and

Bloom also invoke well-known cases ofliterary blockage, 1concede to Leader that

important (though to my mind not incommensurable) differences obtain.

However, Leader goes a step further, arguing that cognitivist approaches to

creative writing as weil as to writing blocks are by definition inadequate. Leader's

objections are premised on his claim that "By cognition is meant those aspects of mental

life concerned with knowing, including perceiving, comparin,g, contrasting, remembering,

reasoning, and judging. It is traditionally contrasted with willing and feeling" (16). But

this patently misconstrues contemporary cognitive psychology and philosophy. How can

we feel about that which we cannot perceive, or know about or believe? And what is will

without a component ofreason? ln challenging cognitive views ofwriting Leader implies

that creative writing, because it admits of an emotional component, cannot be a cognitive

activity. At the same time, in advancing his psychoanalytic account ofwriter's block

Leader makes extensive reference to cognitive properties Iike perception, wanting,

believing, remembering and self-report. At bottom, therefore, Leader's briefobjections to

cognitive accounts ofwriter's block are too inconsistent to take seriously as an obstacle to

my making use of such accounts here.39 Before 1do 50, however, it 'will be useful to

define in more substantial terms the phenomenon of writers block
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• Definitions ofWriter's Black:

A1though its symptoms have probably existed for as long as humans have been

concemed with Iiterary creation, there have been few attempts to provide concrete

definitions for writer's block.40 An exception is the American writer Tillie OIsen, who in

Silences, uses the term "unnatural silences" to denote periods ofwriter's black specifically

relating to the socially institutionalized silencing ofwomen (6). For Olsen, unnatural

silences follow from the "unnatural thwarting ofwhat struggles to come into being," as

distinct from the natural silence entailed by "that necessary time for renewal, Iying fallow,

gestation, in the natural cycle ofcreation" (6). Olsen stresses that writer's block follows as

a consequence ofextemal social pressures and constraints. For his part, Leader considers

that blacks can result from extemal (social) as weil as intemal (usually Oedipal) forces.

By contrast, the c1assical psychoanalytic view, first instantiated in Bergler's The

Writer and Psychoanalysis, configures the writer as both the site and the cause ofwriter's

block. Bergler formulates writer's block as a "euphemism for sterility ofproductivity,"

c1aiming at the same time that "normal people just don't feel impelled to write" (Boice

184). The aet ofwriting thus becomes fraught with pathological implications, and writer's

block is viewed, with respect to one's psyche, as a positive relief. Bergler had a healthy

contempt for writers and their mythologies, and yet his definition ofwriter's block echoes

the Romantic myth which teaches that writers, divinely inspired, must pay the Muse with

their youth, sanity and in sorne cases even their lives. In this sense, Bergler's fOlmulation

persists in naturalizing the popular view that writers are a breed apart whose unhealthy
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craft will in time destroy them. In effect, Bergler countenances precisely the "unnatural

silencing" so powerfully identified by Tillie Olsen.

A1though variations on Bergler's formulation have had a significant influence on

psychoanalytic as weil as folk accounts ofwriter's block, there has recent1y been a series of

moves by cognitive psychologists and researchers into rhetoric and composition aimed at

better understanding the diverse processes and conditions huddled under the umbrella

label ofwriter's block. Like the psychoanalytic paradigm, the cognitivist program is both

descriptive and prescriptive: descriptive in its attempt to identify the causes and processes

ofwriter's block; and prescriptive in trying to provide the means to overcome short-term

blockages and lessening the damage caused by more severe blocks, in sorne cases

encouraging more efficient and productive writing strategies. It is important not to lose

sight of the fact that, in sorne well-known cases--for example that of the young author of

Raintree County, Ross Lockridge"--a severe block can have profound consequences. A

therapeutic component will therefore always be important to a comprehensive account of

writer's block.

Within composition theory, consistently challenging research into writer's block

has been conducted by Mike Rose, who in Writer's Block: The Cognitive Dimension,

succinct1y describes the condition as "an inability to begin or continue writing for reasons

othe; than a lack ofbasic skill or commitment" (3). Rose further points out that:

Blocking is not simply measured by the passage oftime (for writers often spend

productive time toying with ideas without putting pen to paper), but by the
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passage oftime with limited productive involvement in the writing task ...

Blocking can be manifested in a variety ofways: sorne high-blockers [people who

block frequently1produce only a few sentences; others produce many more, but

these sentences will be false starts, repetitions, blind alleys, or disconnected

fragments ofdiscourse; still others produce a certain amount of satisfactory prose

only to stop in mid-essay ... blocking is a composing process dysfunction that is

related to skill in complex, not simple ways. (3)

Rose's account ofwriter's block highlights several factors central to understanding the

condition relative to Iiterary composition: 1) the importance ofdomain-relevant skills; 2)

the role played "commitment" in both initiating and sustaining writing; and 3) the sheer

diversity among the apparent causes and symptoms experienced by different and

differently blocked writers. Ofthese three points, the importance of skills and appropriate

commitment to a professional writer particularly cannot be overstated.

Building on Rose's capsule definition, Donald Graves concentrates on the potential

contributions ofemotions to writing blocks. Graves posits that disruptive (usually

negative) emotions such as anger or frustration can develop into a full-blown ."writing

anxiety" capable ofneutralizing a writer's productivity (22).42 Graves associates writing

anxiety43 with diffused attention, a reduction in the capacity ofshort-term memory to

process information and finally a paralyzing fear. A person in the final stages ofwriting

anxiety may either to rush to completion or even abandon a work-in-progress, despite his

or her heliefs about the ultimate efficacy of such actions.
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In addition to anxiety, Graves develops the term "underarousal" in order to

account for the disinterest that can lead to premature suspension ofcreative activity (27).

Graves' description ofwriting anxiety provides a convincing means ofde-pathologizing

writer's block by repositioning it as usual, treatable, and constituted in part by natural

emotions. This view receives support from Sharon Kubasak, who feels that, "at its most

positive, writer's block is regarded as a writers' space--a space which to be vital rather

than lethal needs to be used and left behind" (372). The transient nature of Kubasak's

"vital space" harmonizes with Rose's intuition that writer's block occurs over and above

childhood trauma or the contemplation of ideas before writing as weil as with Graves'

understanding ofwriting anxiety: a writer who is using his or her "space" productively is

presumably not anxious about the activity; it is when the space threatens to become

"Iethal" that anxieties·-and blocks··set in.

Retuming to the question of commitment, Daly points out that, upon a

multi-dimensional view ofthe writing process, it is essential that a blocked writer "find

sorne value in the activity" ofwriting (44). In Daly's parlance, "An individual's attitudes

about writing are just as basic to successful writing as are his or here writing skills" (44).

Here again we need to distinguish between a professional writer and someone to whom

writing is an incidental activity occasioned by, for example, the need to fulfill the

requirements for an introduetory course in English Literature. Because the commitment

of professional writers is presupposed by virtue of their trade, Leader contends that

writer's block "need have nothing to do with lack ofapplication. Nor need it 'really,' as
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• others suggest, be a sign ofincompetence or Jack oftalent; after all, the term can hardly

apply to those who do not know how to write" (16). However, contre Leader, it is hardly

self-evident that professional writers are always already committed to that wbich they are

trying to write, as well as the manner in wbich they are trying to write it. A writer's

commitment to write a short story may differ significantly ITom bis or her commitment to

write a novel. It is possible, therefore, that the question ofcommitment is consideiabJy

more complex than at first it seems: not ooly must the writer be committed to bis or her

work, he or she must also have the right sort ofcommitment.

IfI am correct about the subtle and fluctuating nature ofa writer's commitment to

a given work, then it becomes doubly important to take seriously the role of plans,

intentions, capacities and skills naturally entailed by sometbing like Rose's notion of

commitment. Daly tells us that the range ofdispositional attitudes a writer might hold

prior to, during and following writerly activity in large part determines the progress and

outcome ofthat activity (66). As various experimental and anecdotal evidence suggests,

blockages can often appear most damagingly during composition, most probably as a

consequence of premature writerly reflection leading to dissatisfaction with work-in­

progress. These self-directed attributions exemplifY a writerly dispositional attitude

unfortunately located at the nexus ofgoals, plans, intentions and self-criticism. Beliefs

about the utility ofone's writing (personal, cultural and so forth) relative to other writers

or to other potentiaI aetivities aIse represent writerly dispositionaI attitudes relevant to the

formation ofwriter's blocks
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From the above, 1wish to isolate several key concepts for further application to

Lowry's writer's block. First, 1wish to preserve Rose's two·fold capsule definition of

writer's block as consisting in a) the possession ofdomain-relevant skills and b) a

consistent cornrnitment to writing. Second, Graves' belief in the potential ofemotions to

both guide and temporarily derail writerly activity is suggestive, and firmly in line with

anecdotal evidence as weil as with the more narrowly-focused empiricalliterature on

writer's block. Tbird, 1 propose to consider writer's block as an intervention between

stages of the literary creative process. 1believe this last daim may be appropriately

nuanced by way of further exploration into the causes and processes ofwriter's block, with

reference to the two dominant paradigms that structure research in the field: the

psychoanalytic and what 1have terrned the cognitivist approach.

Causes ofWriter's Black:

There has been little energy exerted towards understanding what factors play a role

in motivating and sustaining writer's block. 1suspect that the main reasons for tbis

inattention derive from the disindination to delve into waters where others have failed to

find success coupled with adherence to antiquated Heroic or Romantic accounts of

creative causation and process. After ail, ifliterary creativity depends upon an

inspirational visit from the Muse, its premature cessation then follows iogically from the

Muse's retreat. Still, there is enough in the annals of literary criticism and composition

theory to suggest that writer's block is very much the product of worldly forces.
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As Leader rightly notes, the psychoanalytic tradition represents the dominant

system for theorizing and treating writer's block. The psychoa~alytic concem with writer's

block begins with scattered references to creativity in Freud's The Interpretation of

Dreams (among other writings). Leader's reading ofFreud implies "a single blocking

agent: the intemalized image ofthe father or whatever 'part' stands for him," although il is

possible "to discover in Freud's writings a second motivating force in art and Iiterature and

thus the possibility ofa second source ofblockage. This source is the death instinct" (34).

Thus, the repressed drives that motivate ail creativity can work to smother it as weil,

preventing "the blocked writer from releasing powerful instincts and wishes," and leaving

writing to assume "the character ofa dangerous transgression, one which, because the

fantasies that motivate it are usually or ultimately Oedipal, is associated with the past"

(37). But these are Leader's words, not Freud's, for "never in Freud's writings is this

process fully anatomized ... We must work from partial accounts" (37).

After Freud, the psychoanalytic interest in writing and writer's block continued in

the work ofJung, who emphasized the "alien" nature of the artist's experience, followed

by Bergler, Melanie Klein and the British Objects-Relations School. More recently, the

psychoanalytical banner is carried by Robert Boice, Zachary Leader, Joyce McDougall,

Elliot Schumann and, in a modified fOTm, Victoria Nelson.44 Not surprisingly, given their

pedigree, psychoanalytic views ofwriter's block are heavily treatment-oriented, and

typically privilege traumatic childhood experiences as being instrumental in forming the

neuroses responsible for blockages. Because creative writing is the supervention of
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unconscious process ante the conscious mind, the root cause of writer's block may be

found only with recourse to the unconscious. In this vein, Edmund Bergler writes that:

The adult writer's f10w ofwords is a psychological substitute for the f10w ofmilk

he wanted and did not get, plus a recognition for aIl the guilt he subconsciously felt

since his diaper days. Once the analyst has worked the anxious writer back to the

point where he can endorse mother's product without fear, shame or remorse, it's

simply a matter of putting a fresh sheet ofpaper into the machine and hitting the

keys. (Boice 185)

U~ing a treatment based on this diagnosis (requiring writers to recapture the feeling of

suckling at the mother's breast using suitable substitutes), Bergler cIaimed a success rate

of 100% with his 36 patients, though he felt strongly that the successfully unblocked

writer would "be a poor writer and be better suited to another pursuit" (185)45

Not quite the zealot that Bergler was, Robert Boice takes a very different tack in

his historical treatment ofpsychoanalytical approaches to blocking. Citing a wide range of

sources, he lists a number offactors with the potential to cause blockages, including: 1)

anxiety resulting from the quick feedback possible with verbal discourse but difficult to

achieve during writing (often cited in relation to Coleridge, whose conversational prowess

outlived his degenerating writing skiIls); 2) perfectionism; 3) poor time management; and

4) impatience with rate ofproductivity or final results (184-90). A1though dismissive of

the heavy jargon typically employed by psychoanalysts to describe root causes ofwriter's

block, Boice's own attempts at simplification result in a similarly reductive analysis. While
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sorne ofbis suggestions are helpful in identifYing poor writing habits, Boice fails to

provide a compelling account of causation with respect to writer's block.

A folk-psychoanalytic analysis ofwriter's block is provided by Victoria Nelson,

whose On Writer's Block is a curious compendium ofquotations from Iiterary sources

blended uneven1y with down-home wisdom, self-help manual optimism and unexpectedly

shrewd insights. Drawing on a wide variety oftheoretical and anecdotal materials, Nelson

assembles an account ofwriting heavily indebted to "commonsense" principles such as:

"one must love oneselfto engage in the spontaneous playfulness of the creative act," and

"writing ... is an act requiring positive moral energy" (5). AIthough comparatively

recent, Nelson's book has acquired sometbing ofthe status ofa c1assic, and is regularly

consulted by blocked professional writers. It is therefore a book to take seriously as much

for its usefulness as an index to popular conceptions ofliterary creativity and writer's

block as for Nelson's detailed consideration of the roles ofambition, success, revision and

other processes specifie to the practice ofliterature that do not receive adequate attention

from academic scholars working in the field.

For Nelson, "play" forms the basis ofliterary creativity. She takes play to be

symbolically important as the time in most peoples' lives "when they threw themselves

unselfconsciously and wholeheartedly into aU manner ofcreative efforts" and when "they

experienced no resistance to their play--on1y the intense, uncritical, unaUoyed and ineffable

pleasure ofhomo faber" (4). Nelson is careful to contrast play with the "analytical,

ego-oriented tbinking" she associates with adult society (4). Tbis concept of play forms
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the basis for her Romantic contention that creativity can best be explained as "forces that

are inside us, forces that are tmly gifts--ours by virtue of grace and not possession" (4-5).

Throughout her book, Nelson mghlights the importance of spontaneous emotion

and "Ietting go" to literary creativity. Not surprisingly, and fully in keeping with the

psychoanalytical tradition, she feels that the overarcmng cause ofwriter's block is the

repression of the playful cmld inside--i.e., the unconscious--by the watchful and ego·

oriented adult controlling the conscious mind. For Nelson, as for (Leader's) Freud,

writer's block is temporary and transient, the unnatural product of civilization and

self-reflection, and Nelson's strategies for the removal ofblocks tend to reflect her faith in

the self-healing abilities ofour unconscious: ifyou let it, inspiration will come.

Evident in ail three preceding psychoanalytic theories ofwriter's block is the

influence of the Romantic view of creativity, wherein the artist is the essentially passive

conduit for powerful unconscious or otherworldly forces. In fact, Leader premises his

study or. the writing blocks ofthose giants ofRomantic poetry William Wordsworth and

Samuel Coleridge. For Leader, Wordsworth was a victim ofwriter's block insofar as ms

poetry got progressively worse during the latter half ofhis life. Where Coleridge is

concemed, Leader points out that fragments like the famed "Kubla Khan" demonstrate

that Coleridge was unable to complete many ofthe works he began so promisingly, as

evidenced by the infamous "Porlock incident. "46 In ms study of Romantic creative

dysfunction Leader adopts the psychoanalytic methodology of the British object-relations

school, theorizing that writer's block is related to neuroses generated during infancy that
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render the individual "incapable of balancing rival impulses towards fusion and separation,

synthesis and analysis, placation and aggression" (qtd. in Kellman 284).

Particularly in his analysis of Wordsworth however, Leader fails to convince.

After ail, Wordsworth wrote continuously throughout his life. The decline in the quality

of his later poetry may be due to writer's block, but it may just as easily be a function of

the diminishing of skills as natural to writers as it is to, say, dancers. Leader may be

correct te cite a qualitative component to writer's block, but it is simply not clear that

Wordsworth, who after ail was obsessed with the poetic possibilities of the creative

process, is the most likely candidate for a qualitative block. At the very least then,

Leader's account represents neither a comprehensive historical survey nor a series of

consistent aesthetic claims. With respect to this first criticism, as Steven Kellman notes,

Leader offers little in the way of explanation concerning "the suicides, alcoholics and

recluses--e.g., Hart Crane, Malcolm Lowry and 1. D. Salinger--who have created so much

of modern literature" (284). As for the second, in persistently defending an outdated

orthodoxy, Leader offers little more than an update of old psychoanalytical "truths"

concerning literary creativity and blocks. In short, psychoanalytic theories appear

inadequate to the task ofexplaining the causes and structure ofwriter's block. To whom,

then, shall we turn for illumination?

Once again, 1think the cognitivist approach provides at least sorne fiuitful

guidelines for understanding writer's block. With respect to causes ofblocks, Mike Rose

identifies a number ofpotential factors: 1) general or specific anxiety about writing; 2)
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over-rigid rule structures; 3) misleading assumptions pertaining to composition; 4)

premature editing operations; 5) conflicting rules, assumptions and plans; and 6)

inappropriate or inadequately understood criteria for evaluation (4). Rose's Iist, though

instructive, is by no means exhaustive; additional possible causes of writing blocks range

ITom "writers' cramp" (Boice 182) to Sharon Kubasak's notion ofemotional focus. 47 ln

making sense of the bewildering array of potential causes of writer's block, it is useful to

take Kelly Shaver's eue that single events may admit simultaneously of multiple necessary

or necessary and sufficient causes (47). Thus, any number of the above items, singly or in

combination, may be necessary, sufficient, or necessary and sufficient to cause writer's

block, suggesting that an examination of the phenomenon in anything more than a cIinical

setting must extend its focus beyond precise mechanisms of causaIity.

To this end, 1shall now explore the sense in which writer's block acts as an

intervention in much greater detail. In 50 doing, it is useful to consider once again the

model ofliterary creativity detailed in the preceding chapter:

1. Recognize/ Identiry an aesthetic or non-aesthetic creative motivator.

2. Develop a plan (derived from beliefs, desires and contexts) for writing.

3. Develop corresponding writerly intentions.

4. Organize and assemble domain-relevant skills, tools and information.

5. Generate, sub-generate and develop ideas in writing.

6. Revise and refine.

7. Suspend/complete, reassess and release.
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Upon careful perusal, the processes captured by my model c1early are vulnerable to

interventions of writer's block. For example, wbile 1conceive ofcreative action as broadly

horizontal in orientation, such that an agent may freely circ1e back to previous steps, or

repeat others as bis or her plans and goals require, each stage depends upon the preceding

one in order to render the process coherent and complete. There is little to be gained

fi,Jm revising a teX! before its lirst word has been inscribed, nOT do authors tend to seek

higher-Ievel skills between the completion and release ofa completed work. My point

here is that witbin the model (and, 1believe, in practice) the balance maintained during

Iiterary creativity is delicate, such that any stage remains vulnerable to digression,

suspension or even abandonment as a consequence ofwriter's block.

1have sugge~ted above that writer's block is best described as an intervention that

disrupts, temporarily or permanendy, the creative writing process. Bec'luse an event as

ordinary as say, a telephone cali or power failure might conceivably constitute an

intervention ofwriter's block, the qualityofthis disruption needs to be better delined.

Perhaps certain sites may be plausibly ruled out; for example, it seems unlikely that writer's

block intervenes between the creative motivation and idea generation stages. On the other

band, Virginia Woolfno doubt speaks for many writers when she describes a block al

precisely tbis point: "1 know the feeling now, when 1can't spin a sentence and sit

mumbling and turning; and notbing flits by my brain, which is as blank as a window"

(121). So, to avoid leaving anytbing out 1shall consider each stage ofmy model in tum,

carefully marking those sites ripe for interventions ofwriting blocks.
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Pre-Writing Blacks:

ln their influential work on the functions of planning in composition,48 Linda

Flower and John Hayes undertake a series of protocol analyses in order better to

understand the numerous and interrelated cognitive processes involved in writing.

Arguing against the popular account of "writing as a series oftidy sequential steps,"

Flower and Hayes daim tha!: "A writer ~aught in the act ofwriting looks much more Iike

a very busy switchboard operator trying to juggle a nL'mber of demands on her attention

and constraints on what she can do" (33). Flower and Hayes's suggestive metaphor is

intended to underscore the complexityof the writing process, and 1would add, its

susceptibility to interference.

For Flower and Hayes, good planning can go a long way towards good writing:'

The various planning and organizational strategies that constitute "pre-writing" are

essential to s!Japing composition (32). The first three steps of my model ofliterary

creativity--recognizing a creative motivator, developing plans and finalizing appropriate

corresponding intentions--are ail pre-writing activities.so On one level, plans for a Iiterary

teX! may be simple, incorporating rough ideas conceming central images and symbols,

topic, style or genre, intended audience, narrative progression and lirnits, character types

and traits and so forth. On another, plans may be highly detailed and comprehensive; as

Joseph Helier daims, "1 get an opening line, and a concept of the book as a full, Iiterary

entity. It's ail in my head b,efore 1ever. begin to write" (qtd. in Steinberg 161).
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• Many writers are not so fortunate as Helier, however, in being able to formulate a

coherent vision of an intended work prior to ils inception. Writerly plans may just as

easily be tentative, and have little inertia. Or they may be rigid, providing an excess of

inertia. Rigid plans, because they resist modification or revision (due to new information

or other upstream changes), may lead quickly to dead ends. And plans may even be

inappropriate, reflecting "a normally functional strategy used at the wrong place or time in

the composing process" (Rose 6).

ln fact, moving from plans to intentions itself involves uncertainty (in the form of

potential revisions and reconsiderations), because intentions incorporate a settling function

that plans lack. Clearly, a potential site for an intervention ofwriter's block exists in the

gap between plans and intentions. Along these lines, Mike Rose cites writing anxiety,

conflicts between rules, assumptions and plans and over-rigid rules as potential catalysts

for blocking. Ali of these factors may influence a writer during pre-writing, as early as the

initial planning stages. For example, writing anxiety can problematize the movement from

plans to write to the generation of appropriate intentions, as Donald Newlove explains in

the following description ofhis plans for a new novel:

For three months 1 sat around a table and complained ofmy fears and paralysis...

l'd explain carefully that my method ofwriting was to write a first draft in

Il)nghand, type that up, correct and retype it from start to finish, then again

correct and totally retype it. Since the novel was set at NINE HUNDRED PAGES

this meant when rd done rd have filled THIRTY-SIX HUNDRED PAGES with
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my writing. This was daunting. The idea that 1would have to fill 3600 pages with

my imagination was a now a black mountain ofwork that had kept me stoned with

weakness for three months. (qtd. in Nelson 45)

50 ambitious are Newlove's plans for the novel, and 50 impossible do those ambitions

appear to him, that he simply cannot generate an appropriate set ofintentions to write the

book. As will become c1ear in Chapter Four, Malcolm Lowry faced essentially the same

problem with his plans for "The Voyage That Never Ends."

Organization:

The organization stage represents one important potential site for blockage.

Barbara Tuchman, for one, recognizes that "writing blocks generally come from difficulty

oforganization" (qtd. in Murray 222). Flower and Hayès stress that human brain

physiology requires that we are at best "seriai processors," with the consequen.ce that our

ability to organize diverse plans and information streams is necessarily lirnited (30-34).

Viable and productive organizational strategies are therefore crucial to consistentiy

effective writing. Structurally, organization involves the selection and applic'ltion of

relevant knowledge--what Carl Bereiter calls a "genre scheme"--to one's writing task, in

accordance with plans ,'nd intentions, where this scheme "consists, essentially, of the

knowledge available for directing a certain kind ofwriting" (78). Examples of "available

knowledge" rnight include sense impressions, descriptions, fragments ofdialogue and

other information as weil as the experiences available to a writer as (a gendered, stratified
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and so forth) member of a variety of knowledge-imparting communities. Finally,

organization requires that a writer recognize, select and employ suitable modes of

language and utterance in light of guiding plans: "In putting any particular expression

together, one selectswords and one combinesthem. Howone selects and combines will

depend on the uses one wishes to put an utterance" (Bruner 22).

Again, there is ample room for blockage within the organization stage. As Flower

and Hayes observe:

When confronting a new or complex issue, writers must often move from a rich

array ofunorganized, perhaps even contradictory perceptions, memories, and

propositions to an integrated notion ofjust what it is they think about the topic ...

Much ofthe work of writing can be the task oftransforming incoherent thought

and loosely related pockets of information into a highly conceptualized and

precisely related knowledge network. (34)

Not only must the creative writer develop this "highly conceptualized and precisely related

knowledge network," he or she must do so in concert with relevant plans and intentions.

And, for the professional writer, organization takes on additionallayers: theme, language,

voice and image and symbol structures, to name but a few, must be recognized, organized

and woven into the work. Viewed in this light, Lowry's Under the Volcano becomes

among its other outstanding qualities a remarkable achievement oforganization of

disparate and complex materials and goals.
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Victoria Nelson is has in mind the extra levels oforganization required (in theOlY)

of professional writers when she remarks that "Notetaking is not the same thing as writing.

Taking notes is a mechanical-analytical act, not a creative one, even when the notes do not

detail hard data but the soaring ofyour imagination" (87). Nelson's point is not that

fragments cannot represent literary creativity, but rather that the integration of creative

materials is in itself creative. This observation has interesting ramifications for the later

Lowry, who generated much of"La Mordida" and Dark as the Grave by simply

transcribing verbatim notes from his and Margerie's travel joumals.

Writing:

One aspect ofliterary creativity that is often omitted from technical discussions is

the physical act ofwriting itself Good ideas, coherent planning, motivated intentions,

strong organization and assembly can still result in a blank page that seems to stretch on as

far as the mind can travel. The c1assic writing-block scenario features a writer looking

with increasing desperation at a blank pie,e of paper on the table or rolled into a

typewriter--think ofthe long sequence devoted to the blocked John Turturro in the recent

film Barton Fink. Is it possible that the act of writing--that is, 'the slow (about one-tenth

the speed ofspeech) movement ofa pen across paper or fingers over a keypad--can itself

become the site for an intervention ofwriter's block?

In fact, many writers report severe blocks occurring at the writing stage. For

example, Lowry developed a condition which, for long periods in his later life, made it
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• impossible to hold a pen even to mark an "x" on a cheque, let alone sit down to write.

This specialized condition is, somewhat paradoxical!y, known as "writers' cramp," defined

by Boice as a "paralytic condition in which the writer cannot move the writing arm while

attempting to compose" (182). Arthritis and suspicion ofnew technologies make it

extremely difficult for Henry Roth to use either a pen or a word processor. And, of

course, Coleridge found a reluctant verse far easier to recite than to transcribe.

Suffice it to sayat this point that, in most cases, the inability to fil! a blank page is

more often the consequence ofmisfiring in upstream processes than it is itselfa factor in

writer's block. In an important sense the physical act of writing completes the writing

process; whether or not the resulting inscription or inscriptions are in line with a writer's

overarching goals, plans, intentions and skills is a separate, if crucial, concern.

Revision:

Revision marks the point at which a writer begins refining and polishing what is

supposed to be an essential!y complete work. Yet, the revision stage is notoriously

/

vulnerable to blockage, as demonstrated in the obsessive perfectionism considered to be at

the root ofRalph Ellison's decades-long block. Why and how does revision present

problems for the smooth completion ofa work?

One reason might concern the alteration or updating ofplans that tends to be a

hall-mark ofthe revision process. Although f1uidity is commonly cited as a feature of

good planning, plans that are too open-ended can lead to a baffiing array ofalternatives.
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Further, revision can lead to excessive distillation oftext and phrase that takes on a

localized urgency once disengaged from a work's larger themes, contexts and constraints.

Under such circumstances, revisions that are concentrated at the level of say, words or

sentences may result in the text becoming simply "an object to be refined" (Rose 104). A

hyper·emphasis on textual refinement may dispose a writer to edit prematurely, potentially

c10sing offthe range of ideas, narrative routes and linguistic innovations. By contrast,

excessive revision directed on drawing out or refining the meaning ofa work may succeed

only in opening up ever more new conceptual vistas. Any ofthese revision strategies can

inadvertently contribute to blocking.

A1so, as Nelson is quick to point out, revision characteristically involves

self·criticism, potentially a dangerous tool, as Philip Roth memorably suggests in this short

autobiographical passage from the Ghost Writer:

1tum sentences around. That's my life. 1write a sentence and then 1tum it around.

Then 1look at it and 1tum it around again. Then 1have lunch. Then 1come back

in and write another sentence. Then 1have tea and tum the new sentence around.

Then 1read the two sentences over and tum them both around. Then 1lie down on

my sofa and think. Then 1get up and throw them out and start from the beginning.

And if! knock offfrom this routine for as long as day, l'm frantic with boredom

and a sense ofwaste. (qtd. in Nelson 13)

The experience that Roth outlines in this passage is consistent with Graves' emphasis on

the importance of "flow" to successful writing. SI For Graves, a "deep, flow·like
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involvement in writing" (34) signais a state in which positive emotions contribute to

successful writing and a general sense ofwell-being. By contrast, the interruption off1ow,

occasioned by premature editing, over-revision or a variety ofother events may result in

negative emotions, writer fatigue and even the cessation ofcreative activity.

In its most extreme manifestations, the tendency towards over-revision may be a

consequence ofunhealthy perfectionism on the part of the writer. A1though "the impulse

to perfect, like the impulse to postpone, is a natural part of the creative process" (Nelson

45), perfectionism is a two-edged sword, potentially serving to trap the writer and his or

her work in an endless circle of frustrating revision.'2 With respect to the problem of

revision, the following advice from Jose Luis Borges is instructive: "Perhaps in order to

write a really great book you must be rather unaware ofthe fact. You can slave away at it

and change every adjective to sorne other adjective, but perhaps you can write better if

you leave the rnistakes" (qtd. in Nelson 52).

Release and Reception:

One ofthe final sites for an intervention ofwriter's block may occur in the space

between a completed creative action and a prospective new one. The reception ofa

creative product--either by oneselfor by a larger audience--can in large part deterrnine the

plans and goals ofensuing works. Even the most persistent and self-deceived artist may

think twice before composing a second opera based on the Iife ofa tree-stump after the

first one plays to critical disdain and empty houses. Conversely, a work that meets with a
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high degree of success upon its release may sponsor similarly-structured works leading to

redundancy--or it may be a hard act to follow in future creative projects.

There is insufficient space here to pursue in detail the effects of success upon

subsequent creative activity, but 1 shall offer sorne tentative thoughts on the importance of

this complicated cultural phenomenon to professional writers. Briefly, artistic success

seems to invite three major responses from the professional writer: 1) complacency; 2)

neutrality; and 3) renewed effort and innovation. Of these responses, 1) and 3) seem most

Iikely to influence sustained future creativity negatively. Complacency can breed laziness

that acts against new creativity and/or arrogance that can inflate ambitions to the point of

a marked gap between goals and abilities. With respect to 3), undue emphasis on

innovation and improvement may, as Rose notes, result in a "potential increase in anxiety"

(104). Desiring continued artistic growth, the writer continues "to challenge himself·­

continues to face or invent assignrnents that test, for example, his existing strategies for

complexity. He does not rely on the easy approach, the obvious composition solution, the

already mastered pattern" (104). In Saul Bellow's caustically words, once party to the

"major league atmosphere ofsuccess," a writer faces immense difficulties in fultilling

expectations ofhis or her promise (qtd. in Nelson 145). Certainly Balzac would agree:

My poor young poet, 1came to Paris, Iike you, full of illusions, impelled by the

love of art, and by an unconquerable lust for glory ... My lofty ideals--which 1

now have weil under control--my tirst youthful enthusiasm--prevented me from

seeing the workings of the social machinery; 1was compelled to see it in the end
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by knocking against its wheels, knocking into its shafts, getting covered with its

grease, and hearing the constant chatter ofits fly-wheels ... Outside the Iiterary

world there is no one who has the slightest idea of the terrible Odyssey by which

writers reach what is called vogue, or fashion, or reputation, fame, celebrity, public

favour ... This fine thing reputation that is so much desired is nearly always

crowned prostitution. (qtd. in Nelson 150)

This autobiographical passage from Lost Illusions seems appropriate testimony to Lowry's

c1aim that "Success ... is just Iike a great disaster." (Bowker 400).

Certainly, Lowry knew whereof he spoke. His own success forced him to devote

precious writing time to distractions Iike interviews, Iiterary lunches and financial and

contractual concems. More damagingly, the critical acclaim accorded Under the Volcano

in the all-important American market pitched the expectations for Lowry's follow-up novel

impossibly high. Ironical!y, one of the prime movers behind "The Voyage That Never

Ends" was Lowry's desire to make good on his Iiterary potential. In a 1950 letter to

Matson, Lowry, picking up on the "fear that 1am a one book author," exhorts his agent to

remind prospective publishers that Under the Volcano "is part ofa projected longer work

containing 3 other novels, the whole to be called The Ordeal of Sigbj"m Wildemess or

The Voyage That Never Ends--I'm not sure which" (2: 15). Lowry was ofcourse unable

to complete in his lifetime any ofthe novels comprising the projected "Voyage" cycle. His

difficulties with literary fame and fortune were therefore fortunately ifundeservedly brier.
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Otber Considerations:

There remain numerous considerations relating to writer's block that 1have left out

ofthe preceding discussion: socio-cultural theories proposed by Tillie Olsen, for example,

holding that certain populations--i.e., women--have a greater, because institutionalized,

tendency to blockage. DoubtIess there is truth to sorne of Olsen's c1aims, and her

argument might fiuitfully be extended to inc1ude members ofother marginalized

groups--gay, lesbian and First Nations writers, for example. Unfortunately, here is not the

place to develop such an argument, for to bowdlerize in this case would lead only to a

tragic under-apprehension ofimportant truths.

Another consideration evident in both Rose's and Leader's accounts ofwriter's

black concerns the viability of a typology of blocks. For his part, Leader distinguishes

between internai, exi emal and qualitative blocks. By"qualitative blockage" Leader means

serious fluctuations in the standard of a writers' work:

When we say sorneone cannot write we mean he or she is no good rather than

unable to put words to paper. Nor is it immediately c1ear that only the second sort

ofinability is properly called a block. The later Wordsworth, it could be said, was

blocked, though he wrote ceaselessly. (18)

Certainly, few writers can boast an oeuvre !Tee !Tom the peaks and troughs that are a

feature of ail artistic creativity. But it is quite another matter to hold, as Leader does, that

below-standard writing denotes a writer's block. Writer's block, by definition, precisely is

the inability 10 wrile in spite of talent, will and skills; it is not the inability to write weil

84

•



•

•

•

Writing below one's standards, 1would argue, is neither a typical symptom nor an

inevitable consequence ofwriter's block. Qualitative considerations seem to me to offer

minimal utility in understanding writer's block.

Similarly, the psychoanalytic tradition, though adequately outlined, plays a minor

role in my argument. Here 1 take my eue from Robert Boice that, as psychoanalysis is

primarily a case-specifie, treatment-oriented approach, its c1inical intricacies (assurning

that these exist) are unavoidably coarsened when extrapolated to general tenets. Further,

my interest is in examining the structure and processes underlying both successful and

unsuccessful writing strategies of planning agents, and psychoanalytical attempts to

understand writing and writer's block--as 1showed earlier with respect to the pioneering

work of Bergler--typically reduce these activities to the status ofunconscious pathologies.

Finally, in his introduction to Henry Roth's Shilling Landscapes. Leonard Michaels

speaks powerfully of the roots ofRoth's forty-year creative drought, citing the changing

politicallandscape, and more particularly his involvement in American Communism, for

effectively removing his best reasons to write: "When Roth's mystical state of rnind, an

aspect ofhis Judaic identity, lost out to Communism, he lost his art" (xxvii). 1 am

sympathetic to the spirit ofthese c1aims, but remain unconvinced by them. To c1arity, it is

generally conceded that professional writers write because they have something of

importance to say, and, further, conceive ofa viable (choosing a language, genre, theme,

voice and so on) means of saying il. My understanding ofwriter's block, following Rose,

presupposes a strong commitment to write, and this in turn presupposes exactly the strong
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reasons for writing that Roth seemed to lack. A writer who does not have an appropriate

commitment to write cannot be said, having failed to write, to be a blocked writer. This is

not to say that Roth was never a blocked writer--he obviously was, and very seriously

blocked too--but rather to suggest the possibility that factors beyond commitment

contributed, at various times and in various ways, to his various blocks.

At this point, 1wish to carry many ofthe concepts outlined above into the next

chapter, where 1shaH explore three main instances ofLowry's own writer's block with

sustained reference to the theoretical frameworks developed here and in Chapter One. As

1have emphasized throughout, thinking about writer's block is a relatively recent

phenomenon, and remains even today an esoteric domain ofinquiry. My own inquiry

reflects tbis theoretical immaturity but, 1 think, promises much greater coherence in careful

application to a real-world case. 1 shaH therefore waste no time in setting up my analysis

ofLowry's various encounters with writer's block.
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Together, the withdrawal/return paradigm, circle symbolism, and "spatial form" provide a
kind of vade mecum for Lowry's work, but they should not be seen as mies wbich delimit
bis vision so much as the elements in a literary enterprise which was evolving up to the time
of his death. They are the means whereby he continued to explore the possibilitics of bis art
and to deepen and rerme bis vision in the never.ending voyagc of creation.

- SherriU Grace

An organic work of art, having been conceived, must grow in the creator's mind, or proceed
to perish.

- Malcolm Lowry

Writer's block was a usual feature ofMalcolm Lowry's literary life. Sometimes

these episodes were minor and did not last long, temporary obstacles in the flow. This

sort ofblock is captured nicely by Margerie's description of Lowry in the throes of

composition: "Male works 011 his new book and his sobs and groans and yowls are

heartrending to hear at this stage" (3: 12). At other times Lowry was so fraught with "the

bloody agony ofthe writer writing"S3 that he was unable to put pen to paper long enough

to sign his name to a cheque or a letter to be posted. From 1948 until his death in 1957,

Lowry's blocks were more frequent, lasted longer, and were more debilitating. At various

times and in various places Lowry's writing blocks impeded his ability to commence,

sustain or complete either local or larger sequences ofliterary creative action. In the

impossibly grand, constandy shifting and expanding web ofwriting that was to be "The

Voyage That Never Ends," one can begin to recognize through the verbal smoke the

increasingly frantic self-deceptions ofa writer who no longer knew as surely as he once

had what, why and how he was writing. Where Sherrill Grace valorizes the "Voyage" as

Lowry's simullaneous exploration of "the possibilities of his art" and "the never-ending

voyage ofcreation," 1 perceive evidence ofhis desperate attempts to revive and clari!)' his
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own creative method. From the gap between Lowry's plans and his achievements for

"Voyage" grew the abyss that helped to weaken 50 fatally both his art and his life.

Therefore, in this final chapter 1 shall focus on three critical periods of writing

block in Lowry's life. In 50 doing 1 shall retain several of the key insights on the structure

and process ofwriting and writer's block gleaned from preceding chapters, while

introducing sorne important new concepts in order to amplifY the claims 1have laid out

thus far. The first period of blockage 1 shall examine occurred over eighteen months

between 1947·49. The second lasted more or less steadily from 1950-52; and the third

began in 1954 and continued unabated through 1955.5' ln addition, Lowry worked only

sporadically during the very last years ofhis life, but by this point his physical and mental

health were so fragile and his relationship to Margerie so complicated that an adequate

understanding of his writing processes and achievements is rendered difficult. 1 shall

therefore confine myselfto the periods 1have listed, applying to each in turn sorne of the

key features ofliterary creativity and writer's block outlined in Chapters Two and Three.

As 1have suggested previously, following Leader's intuition that there are kinds of

writing blocks that occur with sufficient consistency and frequency to be catalogued,

blocked writers will typically display a number of non-exhaustive and non-exclusive

characteristics. Along these lines 1propose the following as three general types ofwriter's

block: 1) circumstantial; 2) methodological and 3) goal-based. Circumstantial blocks,

related to but not correspondent with Leader's "external block," result when local

environmental, social, personal or other circumstances inhibit either the initiation or
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maintenance ofliterary creative action. Again, related but not identical to Leader's

"internai block," methodological blocks follow from weaknesses in a writer's creative

method; for example, poor organization or insufficient or inappropriate skills. Finally,

goal-based blocks derive from imbalances in a writer's structure ofgoals and planning.

Interventions ofany ofthese general types ofwriter's block may prevent the

commencement ofwriterly activity, lead to its premature suspension, or problematize its

appropriate termination.

With respect to Lowry, circumstantial, methodological and goal-based blocks ail

played a part in bis continuous battles with writer's blocks, corresponding, sornetimes

singly and sometimes in combination, with the three periods 1have chosen to examine.

For example, over eighteen months between 1947 and 1949, Lowry, far from being in a

position to suspend or appropriately terminate his literary creative action, went without

producing so much as a line. How came Lowry, former1y a prolific writer during travel, to

tbis sorry state ofblockage?55

Ahroad: 1947-49

ln 1947, surprised and pleased by the success ofUnder the Volcano, Malcolm and

Margerie Lowry embarked on a short tour in support of the new book, already the subject

ofconsiderable acclaim in the United States and greatly anticipated in France and

Germany.56 For Margerie it was a chance to discover a "Iarger scene," to play to

perfection and in public at last her role ofapprentice to the genius. For Lowry it was an
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opportunity both to meet the literati (James Agee, Alfred Kazin, Dylan Thomas) he had

admired from afar and to spend sorne rare time with Erskine and ofcourse with Aiken.

Also, the trip was intended to provide for both Lowrys a rest from the exhausting routine

ofdictation and revision to which they had become accustomed by July of 1947 when

Lowry, "trying hard to get his teeth into a new novel," commenced working flat out on a

rough draft for Dark as the Grave, and Margerie's duties accordingly were extended to

include the correspondence, which had "become very nearly a full time job itself" (51 :2).

Still, however necessary, travel held a down side for Lowry; namely, it meant

having to (eave the hard-won safety and tranquiIlity ofDollarton for the unfamiliar and

threatening terrain of big-city parties and traffic--and the abundance of big-city bars. As

Bowker notes, the Lowrys' iII-advised retum to Mexico in 1946 had left a bitter taste:"

"According to Margerie, Malcolm was keen to travel but did not want to leave Canada.

Those who knew them both said it was Margerie who wanted to travel and that he

preferred to stay in Eridanus, always fearful ofleaving" (343). But the trip to New York

was to be primarily a business one, and the financially strapped Lowrys could iII afford to

tum down any opportunity for business.

Sadly, as documented by Bowker, Lowry's time in New York was a retum to the

a1coholic binges, erratic behaviour and mental instability that had characterized his pre­

Dollarton existence. Returning alone to Vancouver, Lowry recovered sufficiently to

complete his draft ofDark as the Grave. AIl was not weil with Margerie, however, and in

August she wrote with shrewd, if self-interested, perception ofLowry's condition that:
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He cannot stay always hidden in retreat in Dollarton, that is not meeting the

problem. Cr do 1deceive myself? Is it my own passionate longing and need that 1

rationalize? If he stays in retreat he has failed to meet his enemy... he will have

no material if he is always in retreat--but he has material now. More will only

bewilder and confuse him. (Bowker 418)

Margerie's need to travel, to escape their Malcolm-centred life in Dollarton was (as they

both knew full weIl) precisely incompatible with Lowry's own need to preserve the

tranquillity and distance !Tom his subjects--and !Tom alcohol--that allowed for productive

writing. Lowry's past had by this time become the sole wellspring for his creativity, and

with Dark as the Grave, he was entering this dark and painful past full tilt, in spite of his

fear that he might get "buried under its rather Pirandellian masonry" (419). An extended

change of scene might provide the necessary distance required for his own excavation.

Eventually, ostensibly on the basis ofa forthcoming French edition of the Volcano,

the Lowrys set their sights on France. There, Lowry would be able (notwithstanding his

poor French) to assist his translator Clarisse Francillon with the finer points of the book,

while soaking up sun and inspiration and leaving Margerie !Tee to sight-see and undertake

sorne new writing herself. In preparation for the trip, Lowry worked nonstop on his new

projects, declaring himselfin "training like an Indian wrestler to get fit for his new book"

(422). Packing spring c10thes and a host ofnotebooks, scribbling pads and their CUITent

work--Lowry brought Dark as the Grave and U1tramarine-- the Lowrys set offfor Paris

and the good life abroad.
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Over the ensuing two years, Lowry found himself in and out of hospital,

continuously drunk, and utterly inattentive both to his own health and needs and to those

of the people around him. In terms ofcreative productivity, Lowry was virtually barren.

In fact, since landing in France more than a year before, Lowry had written "nothing more

than a few scratchy notes and a handful ofdisjointed letters" (Bowker 452), leaving the

manuscripts he had brought with him untouched.

What happened? Weil, as Bowker tells us, Margerie felt that John Davenport's

arrivai was "where everything went wrong for them in Europe" (433). Davenport, a close

university friend ofLowry's and a formidable drinker in his own right, soon drew a willing

Lowry right back into their Cambridge life of drinking and carousing. By the end of

Davenport's stay, the Lowrys, constantly and arguing, had been expelled !Tom a number of

pensions and hotels, and Lowry himself, trembling and hallucinating, was hospitalized at a

local nunnery. Given the range and seriousness of his distractions, it is perhaps not

surprising that Lowry was unable to write, to the extent that Francillon was enlisted by a

desperate Margerie to be Lowry's salvation. s.

Matters did not improve with the Lowrys' decision to abandon France for Italy in

May of 1948. Already off the wagon and becoming increasingly aggressive, even violent,

Lowry did not for the most part look favourably upon the scenery or cultural history of

Italy, although he enjoyed visits to various literary landmarksS9 and, of course, inexpensive

Italian wine. On reading Severn's account ofKeats' last days at his house in the Piazza di

Spagna, Lowry was duly impressed by the similarities hetween Keats and himself: where
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Keats' "knowledge of internai anatomy" enabled him to chart the progress ofhis death

with acuity, Lowry's knowledge ofhis "internai workings as a writer largely added to the

tcrture ofcreating, yet it was only in creating that he had his being and could contain his

sanity." (Bowker 441). On a more practical note, Lowry had written virtually nothing

since leaving Do11arton, a state ofaffairs that increasingly concerned him.

The creative drought continued throughout the sojourn in Italy. A stopover in

Naples 1eft Lowry feeling still more rootless and disconnected. On May 28, Margerie

wrote in her journal that "M[alcolm] is trying like he11--I am not trying as hard as 1should

be and this makes him worse. 1worry because he's tight every night & aIl to pieces in

morning" (7: 12). On June 23, she wrote that Lowry had tried once again to get down "to

work on U [Ultrarnarine] but can't," 1eaving him fiustrated and angry and leading to

another bout ofdrunkenness. So began the vicious circle of creative fiustration and

impotence characteristic of Lowry at the time: an attempt to write followed by frustration,

which led almost inevitably to an alcoholic episode and further creative fiustration. Upon

returning to Paris, Lowry got worse; more fiustr,lted, more violent, no less able to write.

A sampling of his correspondence !Tom tl.us period makes c1ear the extent to which

he felt his powers to have dirninished. foor example, in the two letters to John Davenport

written !Tom onboard the S. S. Brest during November of 1947, Lowry abandons his usual

verbal wit and complexity for arcane doggerel and brief updates. Then there is the letter

to Albert Erskine from the summer of 1948, in which Lowry (barely) writes:
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1have to confess, however, that in spite of this comparatively lucid burst of

correspondence that 1am going steadily & even beautifully downhill: my memory

misses beats at every moment, & my mornings are on ail fours. Turning the whole

business around in a nutshell 1am only sober or merry in a whiskey botlle, & since

whiskey is impossible to procure you can imagine how merry 1am, & lucid, & by

Christ 1am lucid. And merry. But Jesus. The trouble is, apart from Self, that part

(which) used to be called: consciousness. 1have now reached a position where

every night 1write five novels in imagination, have total recall (whatever that

means too) but am unable to write a word. 1cannot explain in human terms the

incredible effort it has cost me to write even this silly litlle note. (2: 12)

This sad, ironic document survives as one ofthe very few pieces of writing ofany kind

that Lowry managed to complete during his eighteen-month stint in Europe.

It is clear from the accounts ofLowry's iIl-fated 1947-48 European trip offered by

his biographers, friends and colleagues that he did not write during this period60 Indeed,

he cou/dno! write, because he was simply in no shape to do so. Lowry's creative method,

as we have seen in Chapter One, required immense physical and emotional stamina, not to

mention a head clear enough for the intricate verbal and symbolic constructions essential

to his fiction. It was a permanent feature of Lowry's method that his best writing never

occurred during an alcoholic frenzy of inspiration and transcription. That Lowry was

aware ofthe limited efficacy ofalcohol in his creative process is apparent in the alcoholic

musings ofhis Haitian joumals: "When you start putting your thoughts down again, that
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means you are getting over your hangover. But by this time your thoughts are no (?! li)

Good. The brilliant wild thoughts and inspirations have gone" (6:59).

Remember, Lowry needed the quiet and isolation ofDollarton to complete the

Volcano. Difficult joumeys, once ofparamount importance to Lowry's artistic

development as well as a potent and recurring symbol in his fiction, were now becoming

more trouble than they were worth. Trips remained a source of rough materials for

Lowry, but at this point in his career and in his CUITent work the last thing he required

were more rough materials. Lacking his customary well-defined set of working plans,

without a suitable place in which to work and stripped ofMargerie's undivided attention,

Lowry was lost. As though anticipating this crisis, a poignant passage from his Haitian

joumals reveals Lowry's sense that "You can create while you are travelling. But only in

flashes. It is next to impossible to write even a preface. Can you write on the edge ofthe

precipice? Can a writer write anything really great, finally, without a home?" (6:59).

Analysis of the Lowrys' 1947-49 European tour shows that by far the greatest

factors in Lowry's eighteen-month block at that time were circumstantial in nature.

Throughout the trip, Lowry was both physically and mentally unfit for serious writing.

On the few occasions on their European joumey when he was able to attempt to write

seriously, Lowry found himself creatively blocked. This suggests that Lowry was

particularly susceptible to interventions of writer's block between the pre-writing and

writing stages during this period. Where pre-writing is concemed, we know that Lowry

experienced difficulties in organizing materials as weIl as in generating ideas. As for the
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actual writing, Lowry was unable to concentrate sufficiently on assembling his ideas into

coherent text, much less to achieve a consistent rhythm suitable for exploring and

developing his initial ideas, images and word combinations.

It is doubtful that Lowry, always more creative in his actual writing than in his

plotting, character or idea-generation, wrote even one--let alone four or five--novels in his

sleep. Still this daim does speak powerfullj to Lowry's frustration at his inability a) to try

to write and b) to write. There is an element ofwish-fulfilment basic to Lowry's confused

account; after ail, while sleeping Lowry enjoyed a relatively solitary, undisturbed few

hours, exactly the sort that best suited his creative method. His working life in Dollarton

was organized on precisely the principles of solitude, concentration and intense bursts of

activity. By contrast, Lowry's waking life during travel, complicated by a combination of

external distractions and his own weaknesses of the will, was considerably less conducive

to his literary goals. No wonder then, Lowry could not, and did not, "write a ward."

In addition, recalling Graves' emphasis on the centrality offlow to successful

creative action, Lowry's method was predicated on lengthy (fifteen hours at a time)

sessions ofwriting at exceptionally high levels ofintensity and concentration, extended

over days or even weeks. This punishing schedule was partially the product ofLowry's

verbosity (his first drafts of novels often hovered in the 400 page mark and only grew) but

also was essential to his exhaustive preparation and attention to detail. Lowry was a

writer who could easily spend hours perfecting a single sentence, so it was crucial that he

be able to enter into the flow of his writing, to generate and sustain that aIl-important
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rhythm. For Lowry, flow was paramount to effective writing, and explains in large part

the pains he took in revision, where every word was guided into its proper place within the

whole. Without time, solitude, appropriate plans or concentration, Lowry was simply

unable to generate consistent flow during the course ofhis 1948-49 European trip.

Exactly what was the extent ofLowry's excesses during his trip abroad? As

Lowry realized, in a letter to Clarisse Francillon written shortly after his retum to Canada,

the abyss was very near:

For the last year 1had averaged 2112 litres to 3 litres ofred wine a day, to say

nothing ofthe other drinks at bars and during my last 2 months in Paris this had

increased to about 2 litres ofrum per day. Even ifit ended up by addling me

completely 1could not move or think without vast quantities of alcohol, without

which, even for a few hours, it was an unimaginable torture ... 1 have waited in

vain for the shakes, in vain for the D.T.s, or even worse horrors. (SL 167)

Indeed, the "worse horrors" that Lowry feared duly revealed themselves. Soon after his

retum to Vancouver in 1949, Lowry visited a new doctor, C. G. McNeill, in search of

treatment for his increasingly uncomfortable varicose veins. Following McNeill's

examination, Lowry made a slurred attempt to explain his condition, telling the doctor

that, although he was a writer, "1 have to dictate. My wife takes down what 1 say ...

Most embarrassing. Sometimes 1 have been in places where 1was supposed to sign my

name and when 1pick up the pen my mind goes completely blank ... This has even
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happened to me in the bank" (McNeill103). What Lowry did not mention was that these

incidents, once few and far between, were beginning to occur more and more frequently.

In addition to his deteriorating physical condition, Bowker notes further that,

although he commenced work on Dark as the Grave almost immediately upon his return

to Dollarton, Lowry's "creative flow had been seriously impaired since leaving for Europe

fourteen months earlier" (453) Notwithstanding hard work and a renewed commitment

to his writing, Lowry soon experienced another creative slump, this time as a direct

consequence of the series of contract disputes and entanglements that left him, ironically,

trapped by the very financial security that he had worked so hard to attain. 61

The Voyage Begins: 1950-52

In 1950-51, through a convergence of difficult financial circumstances and sorne

spectacularly over-ambitious and uncharacteristically foggy planning, Lowry embarked on

the prophetically titled novel-cycle "The Voyage That Never Ends." In the late 1940s,

Lowry found himselfin the unenviable position ofhaving created, in Under the Volcano,

an exceptionally hard act to follow. Though the Volcano had received a cool commercial

and critical reception in Canada and the United Kingdom, Lowry had been toasted

throughout Europe and America and was within those markets considered a writer to

watch, "a name to conjure with" (Bowker 455). By 1950, with no new book and no new

publications save the odd short story or travel piece, Lowry understandably began to

worry about being a "one-book author." In addition, his favourite publisher and close
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mend Albert Erskine had left Reynal & Hitchcock, the firm that had published and

retained the rights to the Volcano, and this left Lowry tom between what he considered to

be his moral obligations to Erskine and his contractual ones to Reynal & Hitchcock.

Never particularly savvy when it came to business, Lowry began to grow increasingly

anxious about his literary prospects. Unfortunately, he chose this moment to announce his

ambitious plans for "The Voyage That Never Ends."

Critical opinion on the subject of the "Voyage" is mixed. Bowker, though

generally admiring ofOctober Ferry, believes that "Whether 'The Voyage' belonged to a

real or a fantasy world remains a matter for speculation" (613). For her part, Sherrill

Grace, while admitting the weaknesses ofDark as the Grave and "La Mordida"62 insists on

the merits of the obscure "Ordeal of Sigbj0m Wildemess" and, it seems, ofthe "Voyage"

project on the whole. Other Lowry critics take various stances, often on a piece-by-piece

basis, but very few seem to believe that the "Voyage" might indeed have ended. Even

Grace admits that, "Incredible as it sounds, given the fact that Unùer the Volcano took ten

years, he [Lowry] actually estimated that the entire "Voyage" might require five years to

complete" (9). Indeed, following Grace's adherence to architectural metaphors when

describing Lowry's creative method, it might be expedient to describe the "Voyage" as

"Lowry's FoUy;" grand, occasionaUy beautiful, but, because lacking either a coherent

design or fully realized forms in its construction, more aesthetically fascinating than

successful. Lowry, an astute self-critic, was not blind to these flaws. In an informaI

progress report submitted to Erskine, Lowry wrote that Dark as the Grave had assumed
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the character of"a dark embittered toolshed r'm trying to find a way around in with a poor

f1asWight" (Bowker 456). Tbis remark hints at Lowry's excitement and bis emerging

unease as he set olfon bis "Voyage," and realized perhaps that his compass was a little too

wom and bis ship too weathered for the joumey he envisioned.

As Lowry writes in bis "Work in Progress," he conceived ofthe "Voyage" as a

grand integration oflife, pbilosophy and art: "'The Voyage' of course is life itself, the

meaning ofwbich and purpose ofman herein tbis author takes to be primarily (among

other more pleasant factors) ordeal, a going through the hoop, an initiation, finally perhaps

a doing ofGod's will" (3). Lowry had for a long time toyed with the notion ofa novel­

cycle, anchored by the Volcano, which rnight at once provide a conduit for bis increasing

interest in personal metafiction, and serve as a unitying vessel for ail of bis extant

thematically related work, wbich, as it happened, was almost everytbing he had ever

written.63 For Lowry, who like Raymond Chandler was an inveterate recycler ofmaterials

and characters, "The Voyage That Never Ends" offered a valid and productive

pbilosophical basis on wbich to premise bis re-writings. Viewed in the context of bis epic

fictional rendering of the human spirit "in its ascent towards its true purpose" (Grace 6),

Lowry's traditionalliterary obsessions with sypbilis, alcohol and the fate orthe author­

trapped-in-bis-own-book took on new significance. Lowry was no longer writing

exclusively about bimself, but rather, through bis Everyman protagonist Sigbj0m

Wildemess, about ail ofhumanity. With bis altemating egocentrism and hurnility, tbis new

conception ofthe importance of bis work proved bigWy compelling for Lowry.
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A1though he had Iost the whole of "In Ballast to the White Sea" to lire64 and was

both pub!icly and privately embarrassed by the "twelfth rate and derivative and altogether

unmentionable early novel" U1tramarine ("WP" 1), Lowry was unshakable in his be!iefthat

tbere was an important place for each work within the context of his opus. He tested the

waters by proposing to Harold Matson a trilogy with the "Volcano as the lirst infernal

part, a much ampIilied Lunar Caustic65 as the second, purgatorial part, and an enormous

novel 1was also working on called "In Ballast to the White Sea" ... as the paradisal third

part" (SL 63). Typically, Lowry, always a !ittle optimistic where his writing was

concerned, neglected to explain just how and why he intended to reconstruct "In Ballast."

This lost novel had a totemic power for Lowry however, and he may have felt that its

inclusion would somehow guarantee the success ofthe "Voyage."

Nonetheless, it did not take long for Lowry's plans to change again. In the fall of

195 l, he wrote Matson of an expanded "Voyage" consisting in six novels, including "a

sort ofUnder· Under the Volcano." ln addition, although the Volcano would remain

central to the saga, it would now do so "only as a work of the imagination by the

protagonist," the ubiquitous Sigbjlilm Wilderness (SL 63). As Lowry happily informed

Matson, "Sorne years back 1was not equipped to taclde a task ofthis nature: now, it

seems to me, l've gone through the necessary spiritual ordeals that have permitted me to

see the truth ofwhat l'm getting at and to see the whole business clearly" (267).

But, as soon became apparent, Lowry did not see the whole business very clearly

at aD. In fact, in November in 1951, he submitted a new 34 page outline and discussion of
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the "Voyage" that contained an additional three novels: "The Ordeal of Sigbj0m

Wildemess l, "Eridanus" (which soon bccame October Ferry to Gabriola), "The Ordeal of

Sigbj0m Wildemess 2," and a mysterious "Untitled Sea Novel"--or U1tramarine in

disguise. However confusing ail of this was to Matson, and, later, to both Albert Erskine

and Robert Giroux (who replaced Erskine as Lowry's Reynal & Hitchcock editor), Lowry

was initially euphoric. As Grace tells us,

Lowry held high hopes for his ambitious masterwork. The "Voyage" was to be an

image oflife, viewed as "primarily (among other more pleasant factors) ordeal, a

going through the hoop an initiation, finally perhaps a doing ofGod's will" ("Work

in Progress" 3) and a genuine portrayal oflife in ail its monotony and simple joy.

It was to be many other things as weil: a great love story, a quest for faith, and

certainly Lowry's own testament to the wonder of man and universe. (9)

Lowry intended the "Voyage" to be the complete work of fiction, a vast saga capable of

thrilling the reader even as it nourished the mind and sou!.

Others were not so convinced. After the innovative but accessible Volcano Lowry

moved further and further away from narrative realism, temporal coherence and character

development in favour ofwhat he considered to be a more nuanced and philosophically

concemed vision of humanity as "constantly in flux, and constantly changing" (Grace 6).

Irrespective of the correctness of his vision, Lowry's new kind of novel did not promise

the sort ofcommercial success his publishers were interested in, and his successive and

rambling letters of intent ca" have done nothing for their confidence in hîm. In addition,
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against the express wishes ofErskine, Lowry had retumed to his habit of submitting for

reading and evaluation bits and pieces of manuscript, often with no discemible shape of its

own or function in the larger work ofwhich it was constituent. In a 1950 letter to Erskine

Lowry comments ironically on this trend:

My unposted Pantagruelian epistie is full of concem as to whether you'd Iike

Gabriola serially. We have wonderfully happy memories of sending you

installments. Only trouble is that, as she stands, 1 run into a veritable hurricane as

ear1y as about page 20, and am swept out of my course ...before 1 manage to

head her again...on about page 70, by which time she's lost most ofher crew and

is besides unrecognizable: that doesn't mean she's not going to get there, but as a

sadder and wiser boat, 1fear. (2: 14)

Finally, the departure ofErskine for Random House left Lowry without the sympathetic

ear he so desperately required from his editor; as Bowker tellingly observes, "what

[Lowry] seems to have dreaded most was having no-one to whom he could confess his

persistent doubts and fears about his writing" (496). AIl in ail, 1950-51 did not auger weil

for Lowry--"It was three and a halfyears since the Volcano had been published and its

sequel was stuck firmly on the rocks" (457).

Matters did not soon improve for Lowry. A combination ofillnesses and

financial uncertainty further eroded his self-confidence and productivity. And a new

episode ofwriter's block had set in, a "Iogjam" that prevented the "Voyage" from being

adequately outlined and blocked out. Lowry estimated that, actual writing aside, a
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coherent outline alone might take "four solid months without doing anything else" (SL

245). By this time, although Lowry was galvanized by the prosects afforded by "Voyage,"

he also was becoming aware ofsome ofthe dangers inherent in the project, remarking

that: "1 ought to get down to it as soon as 1can and think ofnothing else for a long time if

l'm ever going to finish il," noting also that "ideas seem to be escaping ail the time" (245).

But the only means ofensuring that good ideas did not escape was to write them

down, and mid-way through 1951, Lowry's writing once again foundered. He had

retumed to an old habit, bom offiustration, ofworking simultaneously on several pieces,

shuffling from manuscript to manuscript and pausing only to dictate rapidly to Margerie.

He worked standing up, "moving between notes and drafts scattered around the shack-­

the working method somehow patterning Lowry's observed conversational style--shifting

and moving off at tangents before returning to the mainstream" (Bowker 526).

Predictably, this method led to significant overlaps and confusions between the ostensibly

separate manuscripts, such that "no sooner had an idea coalesced into one shape, than,

amoeba-like, Lowry began to transform it into another" (499). A1though Lowry

envisioned the integrated structure of "Voyage" precisely as a means of legitimating this

interplay between constituent works, these works were themselves proving unable to bear

the weight of the whole. Truthfully, Lowry finally had begun to achieve something of the

"perpetually Protean" quality that he saw in life within his fiction; the trouble was, he was

no longer in control ofhis work.

104



•

•

Nor was he in control ofhis literary destiny. Random House accepted Lowry

(after his mutating descriptions of "Voyage" finally frightened offReynal & Hitchcock),

offering him a rich contract that called for three novels in three years. 66 The contract

provided Lowry with a generous maintenance allowance intended to free him to work

with full concentration and peace of mind. Soon, however, Lowry's fears about meeting

the deadlines imposed by the contract began to obsess him: what if he couldn't complete

the three novels in time? What if he could, but their quality suffered as a result? In the

end, Lowry suggested a number ofconfigurations to meet the conditions of a three-book

deal, ranging from the obvious (Lunar Caustic, Hear Vs 0 Lord and Dark as the Grave),

to the bizarre (Lunar Caustic, the Lowrys' uncommissioned screenplay for Fitzgerald's

Tender is the Night and a hodgepodge ofpoems to be published under the title. The

Lighthouse Invites the Storm).

At first, Lowry's anxieties about his work in progress were greatly ameliorated by

the long-term provisions of the Random House contract, which he rightly interpreted as a

sign ofErskine's faith in his potential. And as 1952 rolled in, Lowry was "working flat

out," notwithstanding the fact that, in good Lowry fashion, Hear Vs 0 Lord, which "he

had long ago said was all but finished, was, in good Parkinsonian style, expanding to fill

the time available for its completion" (Bowker 511). Still, Lowry's confidence had been

badly shaken and his writing correspondingly affected. Working late into the night and

leaving Margerie to type up the notes, Lowry continued to write and revise multiple

sections ofseveral works at a time. This was in marked contrast to his habits during the
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composition ofthe Volcano, when each chapter received systematic attention. Now,

Lowry found that "any interruption could mean losing the thread that held the whole

multi-Iayered contraption together" (526).

Clearly, working intensively on the "Voyage" posed serious difficulties for Lowry's

increasingly fragile confidence. Beset by external complications arising from his various

contract negotiations and machinations, and increasingly feeling the strains ofMargerie's

dissatisfaction, Lowry wrote little between the end of 1949 and 1952. More disturbingly,

recalling Zachary Leader's thoughts on "qualitative blockage," he wrote nothing that

approached the standards ofthe Volcano. That said, it is important to remember that the

first drafis of Volcano in themselves lacked the complexity, completeness and beauty of

the finished piece. As we have seen, Lowry's method required long periods ofgestation

1eading to a number ofdrafis, followed by a series of detailed revisions which might male

use of materials from several drafis at once. The process was painstaking, demanding,

and heavily dependant on a nuanced set of plans and sub-plans. Critics like Asals and

Grace, among others, have demonstrated compellingly that Lowry's best work--including

the Volcano--was carefully considered right down to the punctuation: "His writing was

never careless or hurried: he rewrote sentences and paragraphs many times, and marginal

notes indicate that he had complicated reasons for every punctuation mark" (Grace 4).

Suddenly, with "The Voyage That Never Ends," Lowry was forced to work

obsessively and comprehensively on not just one, but three and possibly seven or eight

novels, ofien at the same time. Further, each nove! had to be related to ail of the others
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but also be sufficiently distinct to stand on its own. Incidentally, this was a similar

structural plan, albeit on a much larger scale, to the one Lowry utilized in constructing

Hear Us 0 Lord. That volume, also somewhat protean in that its exact composition

changed from day to day, was comprised ofmany fewer works, and ofmany fewer pages,

than was intended that the "Voyage" should. And yet Lowry's anxieties concerning the

precise nature and order of the contents ofHear Us 0 Lord were microcosmic ofhis

concerns about the "Voyage." Plain1y put, Lowry's plans for the "Voyage" were at best

inconsistent, and at worst incoherent, and he was emphatically not a writer who could

work easily or weil in the face ofuncertain plans. As Lowry himself noted with his usual

slightly sad, slightly funny self-insight in a letter to Robert Giroux dated January Il 1952,

"1 perceive that 1have too many ideas, and even if they are ail good, they might as weil be

bad or non-existent un1ess 1 can choose between them" (3: 1). In the end, Lowry was

unable to discipline his many ideas, and as a result, the "Voyage" barely left the docks.

1954-55: The Voyage Halted

ln the spring of 1955, the Lowrys left Dollarton forever; Lowry would never again

see his beloved beach shack before his death in 1957. This final European trip came at the

end ofa calamitous period between Lowry and his publishers, which saw his payments

suspended as it became clear that he would not come close to meeting his deadlines for the

first installment ofthe "Voyage." Erskine's unfavourable reaction to October Ferry should

have come as no surprise; he had warned Lowry ail along that the manuscript fragments
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that Lowry insisted on submitting for evaluation and approval were an insufficient return

on the money and faith invested in him. In addition, Erskine made no secret of his

reservations conceming the plot, scope and organization ofthe "Voyage," explaining to

Lowry that he was unconvinced that "fiction about writing and writers and such"--the

philosophical foundation for the entire "Voyage"--made for either compelling or

interesting reading (1:21). And, true to his own prediction, when Erskine examined the

first installments ofOctober Feny he thought it "the most tedious thing he had ever read"

(Bowker 533). For his part, the Random House executive in charge ofbookkeeping,

pronounced Lowry's work in progress as "about as confused as anything can be," adding

somewhat desperately, "what do you suggest we do now?" (533).

What Erskine and Random House finally did was release Lowry from his contract,

removing the limits ofa deadline and some of the pressure to perfonn that had rendered

him so unproductive in recent months. 67 Under the terms ofhis release from the Random

House contract, Lowry was financially independent again, and, in the words ofBowker,

able "to openly abandon the 'Voyage That Never Ends'" (543). In a May 22, 19541etter

to Albert Erskine, Lowry stopped the clock on his contract and saved face by hinting that

in the future the status ofhis work would remain a secret pending completion. In

addition, Lowry told Erskine that any novels to be submitted in fulfilment ofhis contract,

though certain to make the "Iast deadline," would fall "a little outside the generaI main

scheme" (SL 372-3). Insofar as the "Voyage" was concerned, then, "the grand design was

ail but dead" (Bowker 543).
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• Finally, on August 30, 1954, the Lowrys left Dollarton for good, their friend

Harvey Burt reporting that Lowry's last words upon leaving were: ''l'm afraid, 1 don't think

we'll ever come back here. l'm afraid to leave. 1feel that we'll never come back" (Bowker

547).68 Once again, Lowry was going abroad, bound for another grand European tour,

and bound also, as it tumed out, for another extended binge ofdrunken excess, mental and

physical anguish, and bout after bout ofwriter's block.

It had perhaps never been worse for Lowry than it was for him in Italy that year.

From the beginning, Lowry was unable to write anything more than "the occasional

coherent letter" (Bowker 555). When he tried to continue work on October Ferrv he was

depressingly reminded of the idyllic Eridanus from which he and Margerie had exiled

themselves, and grew despondent and unproductive. Even rising early did not provide its

usual spark to his creativity. Eventually, Lowry's condition disintegrated to the point

where, once again unable to hold a pen without shaking, he was unable to maintain even

cursory correspondence. His repeated attempts to write to his Italian translator, Giorgio

Monicell~ were painfully incoherent, and he complained continuously about a range of

physical ailments, most tellingly about the difficulties he was having with his eyesight.

The metaphor ofblindness proves ricWy suggestive ofLowry's growing fears

concerning the erosion of his creative abilities, terrified as he was that with the

deterioration of his powers his work might lose the visionary quality that made it so

uniquely resonant and so perfectly suited to the breadth ofhis ideas. Suddenly, the author

ofthat most cinematic and visually layered Iiterary work, Under the Volcano, was having
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trouble seeing. With his writing foundering, Lowry too began quickly to sink, confessing

to Monicelli that: "1 have tried ten times to write this letter & have not succeeded. 1

believe 1am not going to succeed this time either too weil but at least perhaps 1can finish

this sentence before my consciousness foils me again: which will be a sort of beginning, if

not an end" (3 :9). This bleak, scrawled passage was soon followed by another, even more

despairing missive:

This is written at 4:44 a.m., the dark night of the soul and the Farolito. It is not

the letter 1meant to write; in fact 1have written hundreds to you ail, but posted

none. 1cherish yours and Davida's splendid poem, please send more. My eyes are

failing--can scarcely see under electric light at all,--hence this scrawl. By daylight 1

can see fairly weil, interrnittently! Which is something. 1try to write, but the

writing is mostly bad, so 1tear it up (with the accent on the tear). (3:9)

It easy to see Lowry's penchant for melodrama creeping in here, but the fact remains that

he had not written seriously-·indeed, had not written at all--in months, and it would be

many more before he was able to work again.

ln. ail, it had been weil over a year since Lowry "could no longer write--even a

letter" (51 :5). It was c1ear to Margerie that "Malcolm's genius must be saved, for ifhe

should try and write again & couldn't, things could be even worse" (51 :5). Margerie

decided, on balance, that Malcolm required psychiatrie help, and accordingly the Lowrys

made for England and Harley Street in what was to be their last major joumey together

and Malcolm's last on earth.
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• What went wrong in 1954-55? How did Lowry, after working so hard on the

various phases of the "Voyage," become blocked for more than a year? There are those

who feel that October Feny, originallya short-story component ofHear Us a Lord,

outgrew itself too rapidly and to the exclusion ofother, perhaps equally worthy works to

the detriment of the entire project and ofLowry's writing generally. As Bowker

caustically remarks, "Ifever a novel murdered its author--'Joyced in his own petard,' as

Lowry would have it--then October Feny killed off the author of the 'Voyage'" (613). 1

think that perhaps Bowker overstates the case somewh.i1, but it is true that from the

moment at which October Feny seized his imagination, it became the only thing that

Lowry could bear to work on. When he was unable to do so, his writer's block extended

itselfto ail ofhis works in progress and prevented him from writing at ail. His goals, first

for the "Voyage" and later for October Feny far exceeded his capabilities at the time.

When he finally hit his stride with October Feny. Lowry was once again on the road, and

once again he was engulfed by the familiar chain ofcircumstances--absence ofa conducive

writing environment, a range of distractions and so forth--that had led time and time again

to his creative silencing.

ln addition, Lowry experienced from the "Voyage's" inception a marked distance,

first between his goals and plans, and then between his plans and actual progress in writing

for the project, exacerbated by the uncertainty so prominent in the aftermath of his

contract suspension. A1ways a planner and careful builder, Lowey found himself in 1954

in the centre ofa monumental architectural skeleton whose very bones were dissolving
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before his eyes. With the tennination Ietter ITom Erskine, tantamount to a rejection not

only ofhis work but ofhimself, Lowry was forced to reconsider in detail the saga that was

to have been his Iife's work--he had to alter substantially both his local and his more

distant plans. This shift had to be major, for Lowry never did things by halves, and it had

to be final, because Lowry was weil aware of what compIeting a noveI required of him.

The extent ofhis investment in October Feny. and the terror that lay in the gap between

this still-nascent work and the more developed ITamework of the "Voyage" cannot be

overestimated. Lowry in 1954-55 lacked the planning structure he required for his best

work, and this left him particularly iII-equipped to work on October Feny en route.

Also with respect to goal-based blocks, it is crucial to take seriously Lowry's

seeming inability to complete his works. Certainly Lowry did not feel that he had

exhausted the potential of the Volcano, feeling that it "was a cub that can still stand sorne

licking" ("WP" 6). AIl ofthis attests to the danger inherent in Lowry's fascination with

circles and journeys: outside ofany spiritual or symbolic value such a mystical world-view

he1d for Lowry it had the wonderfully comforting side-effect oflegitimating his

unwillingness to complete the"Voyage." If the "Voyage" was never to end, then why

should he impose false endings on its constituent works? On this basis, Lowry revised and

expanded October Feny for ten years, employing few ofthe restrictions on forro and

Iength that he had used so effectively to circumscribe Volcano, itself a reIatively compact

book whose magnificent richness is achieved through breadth instead oflength.
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Lowry was never again the same person or writer he had been in Dollarton.

Utterly possessed by October Feny. Lowry could not bear to work on anything else, and

writer's block proved more the mIe than the exception. A1though he occasionally wrote at

a pitch and with a depth ofpurpose reminscent of his younger self, he was, in the main,

unproductive and unhappy during his last years. Perhaps, in giving up the "Voyage,"

something deeper in Lowry gave up too. In a fascinating bit of marginalia concerning the

Ripe joumals, Sherrill Grace has written ofLowry that: "His notes are curiously detached

... except when wistfulness gives way to a pointed fiustration" (6:59).

ln SUin, it is c1ear that, as 1have described them above, Lowry's writing blocks

both mesh with standard definitions and suggest ways in which such definitions are

inadequate to the task ofexplicating his own literary condition. Lowry's blocks were not a

function ofhis lacking composition skills, as Mike Rose suggests, nor of psychanalytic

crisis, as Zachary Leader argues. Rather, they resulted from and were sustained by a

combination ofwriterly traits, and unfortunate materiaI circumstances: alcoholism;

recurring crises ofconfidence; inconsistent planning and organization strategies; a series of

increasingly tense personal relationships and a host ofcircumstantial considerations. If

this description sounds more Iike a recipe for soup than a sober and rigorous attempt to

model a writer's mind, 1 offer the suggestion that sometimes what we take to be an

accurate normative model May in fact be c10ser to nicely-presented soup. Either way, it is

now time to move from descriptions to conclusions.
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What happened to Malcolm Lowry? How did a writer with such prodigious talent

and so bright a literary future destroy himself so spectacularly? These are the questions

that press most c10sely on the mind of the Lowry scholar brought up in the age of

sensation media Finally, though, these questions lie beyond the scope of my investigation.

The reader will remember that 1began this paper by promising to iIIuminate those

general psychological processes and m3.erial states ofaifairs that obtained a) when Lowry

was able to write successfully, and b) when he was not. In outlining my methodology, 1

invoked the image ofJanus to underscore its bipartite nature. Lowry, 1c1aimed might

provide an excellent test case for theoretical accounts ofliterary creativity and writer's

block, even as careful consideration ofsuch a powerful and well-documented real-world

case might prove indispensable to understanding more c1early these very accounts. 1 shall

DOW take a few lines to recapitulate the results of my undertaking.

ln Chapter One, 1traced sorne important features ofMalcolm Lowry's evolving

creative process. 1followed his literary progress !Tom grade school through his years at

Cambridge University, ail the while paying special attention to emerging trends in his

creative method. Moving to a detailed analysis ofthis method, 1isolated four central

stages, which 1identified as gathering, organization, inscription and revision. Like ail .

gifted (and many not so gifted) artists, Lowry was also a craftsperson, and in practising

the craft ofwriting he necessarily evolved and refined his methods and techniques. These

creative methods, 1argued, depended for their efficacy on Lowry's unique combination of

exceptional language and memory skills, intense and prolonged concentration, meticulous

filtering and organization of .naterials and ideas and dogged, exhaustive revision.
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ln Chapter Two, 1set about challenging dominant Romantic explanations of

creativity by outlining and refining a moderate planning model ofliterary creative action.

Drawing on a wide range of contemporary research, 1 argued for an account of literary

creativity that takes seriously the roles ofgoals, plans and intentions in the creative

process. This planning model, 1suggested, escapes at once the reliance upon supernatural

causation intrinsic to Romantic views ofcreativity and the potential for reduction

associated with many problem-solving approaches. Pursuant to developing my planning

model, 1sought support for it by appealing to the account ofliterary creativity proffered

by Mary Shelley in her introduction to the 1831 edition ofFrankenstein, showing how her

surface description ofevents was in fact compatible with, though not inclusive of, my

more detailed planning view. Taking my cue !Tom Malcolm Cowley 1 concluded by

pointing out the benefits ofa moderate understanding of the roles played by plans and

intentions in literary creativity particularly with respect to real-world cases. In this manner

1laid the groundwork both for the ensuing theoretica1 discussion ofwriter's block in

Chapter Three, and the extended discussion ofLowry's own blocks in Chapter Four.

ln Chapter Three, 1turned to a close examination ofthe phenomenon ofwriter's

block. 1began by tracing the ongins ofthe term !Tom its earliest psychoanalytic usage to

the divergent accounts offered today !Tom within both the psychoanalytic and (a variety

of) cognitive research paradigms. Working with intuitions drawn predominant1y !Tom

cognitivist accounts, 1 investigated sorne of the central causes, features and consequences

associated with writer's block. 1then assembled a rough typology ofwriting blocks in line

115



•

•

with recurring trends in the literature, on the basis of wbich 1generated sorne initial

connections between these general types and Lowry's own episodes ofblockage.

Elaboration ofthe details of Lowry's various instances of writer's block occupied

me in my final chapter. Preserving many ofthe insights gleaned from preceding chapters, 1

examined three major periods ofwriter's block in Lowry's life ranging from 1948 through

1955. 1outlined the conditions in each period under wbich writer's block occurred, and

further categorized each block as primarily circumstantial, organizational or goal-based.

Guiding me throughout was my sense that, above ail, writer's block is an intervention

between stages of the literary creative process--a process always already fraught with a

shifting array of technical, physical, emotional and other tensions and obstacles. As an

aside, 1noted that, given the range and seriousness of the difficulties entailed by Lowry's

creative method, it was tempting to make bis writer's block the rule and bis successful

writing the exception.

As 1understand it, conclusions are intended to represent what are, at least

currently, one's final thoughts on the subject under scrutiny. In this case, the elucidation

ofmy own thoughts has proved almost as elusive, 1am beginning to tbink, as words

proved for Lowry. After ail, consider the question that is the crux ofmy work here: why

and how does a writer cease to be able to write? This is the sort ofquestion, one feels,

that is more rightfully the province ofthe experienced metaphysician than the callow

student. It is exactly the sort ofquestion, moreover, that has been so consistently ignored

by literary studies that one feels that it is perhaps unansVierable.
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Nonetheless, 1 shall attempt to distill sorne of my central arguments into digestible

food for thought, and proffer sorne suggestions for further inquiry into the nature of

Iiterary creativity and writer's block. To begin, let me say that 1am convinced that Iiterary

creativity is, at its very heart, a planning process. Immediately upon recognition ofa

creative motivator, each and every component ofwriterly activity--brainstonning,

organization, transcription and revision and so on-ois integrally aided by writerly plans and

intentions. These may large, small, simple, complex, proximate, distant, good or bad.

There is, to my rnind, not a single powerful objection--up to and including the various

relativist and/or anti-intentionalist challenges of poststructuralism--to a flexible, moderate

planning model of literary creativity such as the one 1 have championed above. Although

c1early 1cannot consider the full range of such challenges at this point, 1intend to do so in

future work.

Next, what 1take to be the subtle nature ofwriterly commitment has important

implications both for understanding motivations to write and for generating preventative

strategies or cures for writing blocks. A writer cannot, 1argued, write in the absence of

the right sort of commitment; nor can a writer without the right sort of commitment be

said to suffer from writer's block. In concert with my planning view, a robust account of

writerly commitment, may, as 1demonstrated with respect to Lowry, offer a plausible

explanation for fluctuations in a writer's quality and productivity. However prosaic,

considerations of plans, goals, intentions, cOlnrnitment and skill are of much greater

importance to the theory and case ofliterary creativity and writer's block than are notions

of inspiration, genius and the Muse.
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Retuning to Lowry, few (certainly not his biographer Gordon Bowker) would

argue for bis mental stability during the last ten years of bis Iife. A1coholism aside, Lowry

was an egocentric, obsessive, manipulative and wilful person. He was anti-social, but also

an ardent performer who craved the spotlight in social situations. He was easily

distracted, accident-prone, and at once abusive ofothers and ail too willing to be abused

bimself. He was, in short, hardly the sort of person to whom life came easily, and he had

to work as hard at writing as he did at Iife.

Circumstantial complications alone thus represented an enormous obstacle to the

consistency ofLowry's writing. When we add to these considerations his proclivity for

dramatically self-destructive behaviour, we may weil agree with Gerald Noxon when he

reflects that, on the whole: "We were lucky to get what we did; that in the Volcano, and in

sorne ofthe shorter pieces, we had sorne masterly work wbich is in the great tradition of

English writing and that we might easily have had none ofit" (40). Here, Noxon

instantiates a common theme witbin the Lowry legend: given the extremes ofLowry's

strengths and weaknesses both as a person and a writer, bis tragic decline was inevitable,

and we should give thanks that he managed to write anytbing at ail worth keeping.

1must say that 1 find tbis fatalistic view unconvincing. Notwithstanding bis

various neuroses and obsessions, Lowry was by any standard an exceptionally gifted and

hardworking writer. That said, Lowry was never a particularly consistent writer, and in

the end the several major weaknesses of bis creative method began to outpace bis error­

correction abilities. For example, Lowry's writerly concentration was sporadic, if intense,

and tbis became more pronounced with age and deteriorating health. In addition, bi~,

118



•

•

•

tendency to look inside his own Iife and mind for fictional sources and characters, when

that Iife and mind were as uneven and disturbed as his own, 100 Lowry to generate a

heuristic of rigorous self-examination. His consequent fictional meditations had the effect

of raising into relief his tics and flaws, leading not to resurrection in the manner of his

story "Forest Path to the Spring" but rather towards the abyss ofUnder the Volcano.

Perhaps most damagingly, Lowry's favoured metaphysical image ofendless

journey through layer after layer oflife naturalized his reluctance to complete his works.

His adherence to strategies ofendless revision and expansion in the name of philosophical

orthodoxy, when combined with the weak planning and over-ambitious goals

characteristic ofhis "Voyage" project, left Lowry in the impossible position ofhaving to

complete, in order to further his personal and professional ambitions and expectations, a

Iiterary project whose very nature strongly resisted completion. In this sense a nuanced

consideration ofLowry's plans, goals, intentions and abilities during the last decade of his

Iife is crucial to understanding his failure to complete another Under the Volcano.

Finally, as a postscript to each of the main components ofmy discussion thus far, 1

wish briefly to return to the problem ofwriterly cornmitment. In "Freedom ofthe Will and

the Concept ofa Person," Harry Frankfurt argues for the centrality of second-order

desires to the actions offree agents. Briefly, a person has a second-order desire when "he

wants simply to have a certain desire or when he wants a certain desire to be his will" (16).

1think Frankfurt's concept of second-order desires may prove salutary in application to

the question ofwriterly commitment.

119



•

•

What 1 mean is this: it is plausible to suppose that when Lowry was blocked, he

wanted to write. 1hinted earlier that a writer may have differing commitments to write

from work to work and indeed from day to day. 1suggested further (somewhat

elliptically) that a writerly commitment must be the righl sorl ofcommitment. Without

exhaustively defining the parameters of the "right sort of commitment," 1think that it is

safe to say, following Frankfurt, that at the very least it include an appropriate second­

order desire. Thus, when Lowry was committed to write, we may accurately say ofhim

that he wanted to write; and we may say further that he wanled to want to write.

If this seems a little ornate, let me stress that 1am interested only in making a

single point. It is generally believed that writer's block may occur even when a writer has

the strongest possible desire to write. Using Lowry as a signal case, 1have demonstrated

that, time and time again, his commitment to write was either inadequate given the full

complexity ofhis writing plans and goals, or absent altogether. In employing the concept

of second-order desires 1 hope to deepen significantly what it means for a writer to be

committed to his or her work. In my view, the writer whose first- and second-order

desires to write are incompatible or at odds will be more prone to blocks than the writer

whose first- and second-order desires are in harmony. Only the latter may be said to hold

the right sort ofwriterly commitment. So construed, 1think that this tentative account of

writerly commitment highlights the importance of plans to literary creativity, while also

elucidating the sense in which writer's block functions as an intervention between the

wlnerable stages ofthe Iiterary creative process.
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ln sum, 1believe that writer's block is an undeservedly under-researched

phenomenon. Both as a fascinating window into the creative process and as a reminder of

its frailty, writer's block affords the interested researcher a unique opportunity to analyze

the springs and disruptions particular to the Iiterary creativt imagination. Clearly, the

input ofliterary scholars would be invaluable to an accurate and comprehensive

understanding of the relationship between writer's block and literary craft and tradition.

That Iiterary studies plays so minor a role within research into writer's block, given that

the topic itself is precisely literary, I find both inexplicable and indefensible.

I am not sure if a better understanding ofthe causes and conditions of his own

writer's block might have saved Malcolm Lowry. I am not even sure if the question is

worth asking, given the theoretical autopsies entailed by its answer. I suspect that Lowry,

notoriously dismissive ofcritics, would have been deeply suspicious ofcertain facets of my

own examination. But then, Lowry was himself a brilliant and perceptive thinker and

critic. And, Iike ail good critics, he did not spare his own work. He was acutely sensitive

to his own limitations as a writer: to his excessive verbal flourishes; to his idealism; and to

his deficiencies in drawing fully dimensional characters. In spite of it ail, Malcolm Lowry

risked a great deal in his life and fiction in search of important truths about human

consciousness, community and spirituality. He was, as much as any writer before or since,

willing to descend deep into the detritus of the human condition in order to extract what

he be1ieved to be Iiberating visions. Lowry abhorred ignorance, and loved the light,

however strong, cast by illuminating imagination. In this sense, I think he would have

approved of the necessarily truncated story I have told here of his creative Iife and work.
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Endnotes

J Kennish Drumgold Cosnahan of "Strange Comfort Afforded by the Profession" is

profoundly a1ienated !Tom the body ofhis work, and another Lowry double, Sigbj"rn

Wilderness, experiences similar anxieties throughout Dark as the Grave.

3 By this 1mean to emphasize that, while some stages in the process must naturally

precede others, lateral movement between stages is a usual feature of Iiterary creativity.

•Balgarnie later attained Iiterary immortality as the "Mr. Chips" ofJames Hilton's

series ofnovels of the same name. He was among the earliest ofLowry's string ofolder,

male influences--and probably the most benign.

, For example the influence ofP. D. Wodehouse on Lowry's "Travelling Light,"

and Eugene O'Neill's Anna Christie on "Rainy Night." More brazenly, Lowry's "Blue

Bonnet" appeared in the Fortnightly with "apologies to Michael Arien" (Bowker 41).

7 Lowry's a1coholism is legendary. Still, when he needed to stay sober in order to

write, Lowry was perfeetly capable ofdoing so. For example, he was sober for the most

part during his major overhaul of Under the Volcano in the early 1940s.

• Lowry's grandfather on bis mother's side was a seaman. Lowry embroidered the

stories ofhis grandfather's exploits considerably, and these became a major influence in bis

enduring love affair with the sea.

9 There is some debate over whether or not Lowry bimselfengaged in sexual

relations with prostitutes during bis time at sea. Bowker tbinks not, but Lowry told of an

embarrassing sequence in wbich he was ridiculed by a prostitute for the size of bis penis,

an incident that he claimed left bim partially impotent for the rest of his life.
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10 The inclusion ofLowry's piece resulted in the anthology's ban by British

Libraries--predictably a source of much bilarity and pride for Lowry.

Il ln bis preface to Smith's The Art of Malcolm Lowty, Russell Lowry is skeptical

that the meeting with Grieg ever took place. It seems probable Russell is mistaken on tbis

point, but bis allegation speaks to the fragility of the Lowry legend's relation to the truth.

12 Readers who desire a more comprehensive biograpbical discussion ofLowry's

later life are advised to consult either Douglas Day's Malcolm Lowry or Gordon Bowker's

longer, considerably more derailed Pursued by Furies: A Life of Malcolm Lowry. The

story of Lowry's life was in many ways one of bis best novels.

13 AIthough 1have distinguished them for reasons ofconceptua' ~implicity, these

four stages are in fact closely inter-related and in practice may overlap frequently.

14 My intuition here is that, like any skill that is developed over time, Lowry's

writing methods changed in varying degrees and with respect to various sub-skills

15 Richard Hauer Costa calls tbis Lowry's "absorbative method" (72).

16 Aiken was a proponent of ruthless fictional self-examination along

psychoanalytic lines. An example is bis autobiograpbical novel Ushant, where Lowry

appears as the amiable, weak plagiarist Hambo.

17 "Do you see tbis garden wbich is yours? See to il that your cbildren do not

destroy it!" Tbis stern warning is mistranslated by Lowry's consul--and Lowry bimself as:

"Do you like tbis garden? Why is it yours? We eviet those who destroy!" (Costa 72)

Il Cf. Asals' "Revision and Illusion in Under the Volcano. "

19 An observation lent credence by considering the varied roles that the arts and

decorative crafts have played in virtually every human society.
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20 Historically, what has been called the romantic tradition (Lamb 8-10) accorded

primacy to the creative moment, or the inspiration for creative products. In contrast,

Artificial Intelligence research into creativity has tended to occlude the motivating factors

and concentrate instead on the cognitive underpinnings ofcreative action, while social

psychology and the philosophy of aesthetics have focused predominantly on the cultural

reception and revision ofcreative products.

21 Cf. Amabite's The Social Psychology ofCreativity. and Marc H. Bomstein's

"Developmental Psychology and the 'Creative Mind'" for discussions ofdevelopmental

approaches to creativity.

22 This is not to say that either is less difficult to master or less worthwhile. The

Jevel of structure ofa given creative activity is Iinked to its built-in rules and conventions.

23 The term "brainstorming" originates with Alex Osboume in 1938. Il is a

technique for generating a large quantity of ideas while deferring judgement on their merit

or relevance. Through a series of rules goveming the composition and progress of a

brainstorming group, the process is hamessed to specifie, c1early-stated creative problems.

2' Cf. Frankfurt's "The Problem of Action."

25 Cf. Boden's The Creative Mind and 1. C. larvie's "The Rationality of

Creativity," each of whom advance thel/ries of creativity based on a problem-solving

approach.

26 The flexibitity buitt in to naturallanguages is reminiscent ofprocesses of

selection, negotiation and play inherent to much creative action.

21 Zohar is disingenuous in comparing the ultra-high performance mainframes and

cOlnputer modeling techniques used in AI research with her personal word-processor. She
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also fails to take into account the capacity ofthese computers to generate their own

"discoveries" based new heuristics that are sub-generated during search patterns. For

example, Boden (1990) details the case ofa computer program that discovered an

extremely elegant non-Euclidean proofof the geometry ofa triangle based on only a few

prograrnmer-specified heuristics.

28 For example, artistic creativity would seem to allow for much greater

expressivity and subjectivity than its counterpart in the hard sciences. However, scientific

research is not a1ways a process of more or less cut-and-dried examination ofa problem

according to strictly formulated and enforced rules and conventions. Much ofthe

theoretical physicist Stephen Hawking's work is so abstract that confirmation for sorne of

his major hypotheses is literally unimaginable (Morris 141), falling as they do outside the

scope ofdefined conditions derived from an obvious research problem. There are to date

no prescribed means ofrepresenting Hawking's theory of"imaginary time" (142),

suggesting that general principles of creative motivation and process are not so universaI

as computational nlodeIs would have us believe.

29 Zamiara's statement is not, strictly speaking, true. Creative action is subject to

the same rules as everyday action, and not ail actions are intentional actions. The painter

who accidentally knocks a can of paint onto her nightshirt while sleepwalking does not

paint intentionally. At the point at which she forms creative intentions with respect to the

nightshirt, say, deciding to remove the buttons, she begins to create intentionally.

30 This is not to say that one practice is superior, or that a single agent is incapable

ofengaging in bl'th forms ofcreativity.
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31 These stages are neither exhaustive nor mutually exclusive, but may often

overlap, repeat in a variety ofcombinations, and even be bypassed. For example, not

every work ofart requires or is subjected to revision.

32 Cf. Bratman's Intention, Plans and Practical Reason, and Mele's Springs of

Action.

33 Cf. Boden's The Creative Mind. Boden considers that creative works may be

either psychologically or historically creative (or both). The former is defined by the

uniqueness ofthe creative product to the person who created it, while the latter attaches

to its uniqueness period. Boden's distinction has important ramifications for the value

attached to, as it were, the creativity ofcreativity, and its subsequent reception and

utilization within society.

34 Cf. Amabile's The Social Psychology ofCreativity for an exhaustive and

impressively argued discussion of social and environmental influences on creativity,.

35 For the purposes ofmy argument, the maker ofthe work in question must

consider it to be complete and ready for release before some audience.

36 My main concem here is to underscore the necessity ofcompletion as a criterion

for successful creative activity. An artist's oeuvre cannot, after ail, be composed

exclusively of fragments and works-in·progress. A completed creative product will

naturally reflect its maker's goals, skills and so forth better than will a fragment. Hence

the question ofgaps between creative plans and products assume a pivotai importance.

37 Cf. Mellor's Mary Shelley: Her Life. Her Fiction. Her Monsters and Moers'

"Female Gothie."

38 In fact, Iiterary studi,;s, a discipline which, though historically trading in the
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minute oftextual interpretation, has begun to move much further afield in the hopes ofre­

energizing itself, has refused to engage with writer's block, that perennial and career­

ending concern ofwriters throughout the centuries.

39 Leader c1aims that "Since Bergler's book [in 1950], only two others devoted to

writer's block have appeared, excluding popular self-help manuals" (1). In fact, Mike

Rose's excellent anthology When a Writer Can't Write: Studies in Writer's Block and

Other Composing-Process Problems was published and widely reviewed in 1985, weil

before Leader's own book went to print. In addition, numerous articles and Ph,O.

dissertations published in the period between 1975-90 appear also to have eluded

Professor Leader's attentions.

40 As Steven Kellman observes, "Words failed Dante and other visionaries as they

sought to express the ineffable, and the Koran, acknowledging fallow seasons in every Iife,

asks: 'Does there not pass over every man a space oftime when his life is a blank?'" (283).

4. Victoria Nelson cites Hemingway as a chronically blocked writer whose block

had real implications in his suicide, and, in a separate chapter, describes the sad death of

Lockridge, who, "unable to begin a new book and plagued by severe depression, took his

own Iife after the publication ofRaintree County" (63).

42 Writing anxiety, or writing apprehension, is not a substitute for writer's block: as

Rose notes, "writer's block is broader and subsumes writing apprehension as a possible

cause ofor reaction to blocking" (4).

43 This is roughly analogous to the term "writing apprehension" utilized by John

Daly in his article "Writing Apprehension" from Mike Rose's 1985 anthology When a
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Writer Can't Write. Also see Lyn Bloom's piece in the same volume.

44 Cf. Boice's "Psychotherapies for Writing Blocks," Leader's Writer's Block,

McDougall's "Sexual Identity, Trauma and Creativity," Schumann's "A Writing Block

Treated with Modern Psychoanalytic Interventi(.:Js," and NeIson's On Writer's Block: A

New Approach to Creativity.

4' Leader feels, with respect to these remarks, that Bergler's view is "fair-minded,

practical, and orthodox. Il is also properly attentive to sufi'ering, which may be no Jess

severe for bad blocked writers than for good ones" (19).

46 See the Appendix ofNelson's On Writer's BJock for some poetic responses to

the arrivai ofthe man ITom Porlock. Zachary Leader believes the Porlock incident to be a

transparent admission ofwriter's block by Coleridge--though as Jeremy Tambling points

out, such view assumes that "a) the poem is unfinished, (b) that it would be possible to

think ofthe concept of an ending to it, and (c) that we can discuss a text both ITom the

standpoint ofits completion or non-completion, which implies beliefin a text's internai

consistency and the sense that it is structured by continuity" (928).

47 For Kubasak, emotion is the central weil upon which "true" writing must draw;

if the weil is dry or the writer poorly focuses, "emotional atrophy can occur and, with this,

the paralysis offeeling" (373).

41 Cf. Hayes & Flower's A Process Model ofComposition and "IdentifYing the

Organization of the Writing Process," and Flower & Hayes' "The Dynarnics of

Composing: Making Plans and Juggling Constraints. "

4' Similar to Carl Bereiter's "high-Ievel executive scheme" (78).

'0 This is not ofcourse to say that these activities are necessarily exhausted by the
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time writing commences. New plans and intentions may be generated at any point within

the process, subject ofcourse to the Iimits of the writer and his or her work.

SI This is a specialized term used to signii)' the effortlessness ofwriting at one's

highest creative pitch.

S2 Again, this has special resonance in the case ofLowry, who was loathe to cease

revision on any of his works unless they were Iiterally tom from his unwilling hands.

S3 This phrase is used by Lowry to describe his later work.

S4 Interestingly, as many critics have noted, these periods ofwriter's block coincide

c10sely with absences from Dollarton.

ss The rough notes for virtually ail ofhis novels and many ofhis short stories were

made during the course ofhis trips.

S6 For detailed discussions ofthe critical reception of Volcano, see Bowker 406­

23 and Day 366-80.

S7 Detailed horrii)'ingly in Lowry's stiIl-unpublished "La Mordida" ["The Bite"].

S8 "[Clarisse Francillon] asked ifthis [Lowry] was le consul Indeed it was, she was

told, and the novel was based on his Iife. While writing the book he had managed to stay

sober, but now drink had overtaken him and he was unable to write. Helping with the

translation could be his salvation" (Bowker 434).

S9 D. H. Lawrence's home in Rome and Keats' in Piazza di Spagna chiefamong

these. The notes for the short stories "Strange Comfort Afforded by the Profession" and

"Elephant and Colosseum" came directly out ofLowry's experiences in Italy.

60 Cf. Clarisse Francillon's "My Friend Malcolm Lowry."

61 Many ofLowry's short stories were written specifically with a.l eye to quick
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publication and payment. Typically, Lowry's beliefs concerning the saleability ofeven his

short "commercial" works were overly optimistic.

62 Grace calls Dark As the Grave "the least successful of his posthumously

published works" and consideres "La Mordida" to be "tedious" (63).

6J The lone exception is U1tramarine, though Lowry repeatedly announced plans to

revise this work in line with the themes and standards of the "Voyage."

64 Opinions differ as to the merits of this lengthy lost work. Downie Kirk found

"ln Ballast" to contain sorne of Lowry's best writing, while Aiken loathed it. Given

Lowry's descriptions of it, my own sense is that Aiken is doser to the mark here.

65 This work, which Lowry thought of as a small masterpiece, was based on the

same events and characters as "Swinging the Maelstrom" and "The Last Address." The

key differences between the works concem the tenor ofthe writing and the radically

differing moods oftheir respective endings. An amalgam oftwo of the three teXls was

eventually edited and published by Margerie Lowry. Lunar Caustic--in its original form-·

was published only in France.

66 For details of this, for the times, eXlremely generous contract, see Bowker 508.

67 Ofcourse, the suspension of his contract was a typically Lowrian combination

offarce, soap opera and genuine tragedy. For an accurate and painstaking discussion of

these events in full see Bowker 530-40.

61 Malcolm Cowley remembers that Lowry was "drinking in protest" (Bowker

549) against leaving British Colombia, and Aiken wrote caustically that "Male is revenging

himselfby as it were drinking the Great Genius to Death. You see how it works? A fine

drama, with Random House putting up the dibs" (551).
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