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For Ken Wissoker and Ken Chen
and the style man:
Heesok Chang

Amazon.com lists 4,470 titles under the heading of
How to Write a Book.
—Richard Bausch, “How to Write in 700 Easy Lessons”

Topic sentence. However; but; as a result. Blah, blah,
blah. It follows from this. Concluding sentence.
—Charles Bernstein, Content’s Dream

To be inside and outside a position at the same time—
to occupy a territory while loitering skeptically on the
boundary—is often where the most intensely creative
ideas stem from. It is a resourceful place to be, if not
always a painless one.
—Terry Eagleton, After Theory

Figure FM.1. Untitled, 1968. Cy Twombly. Copyright Cy Twombly Foundation. Image courtesy of
Sotheby’s.

Contents
Introduction. The 90-Day Book · 1

Part I. Self-Help

Misery · 5
Good Sentences · 6
Read No Secondary Literature · 7
Read Junk · 9
Failure · 10
Running · 12
Sleep · 15
Kitchen Timer · 16
Self-Help · 17

Part II. Writing a Book: A Brief History

Rules of Writing · 23
In Memory of · 24
Out of Place · 26
Eyes on the Ground · 28
The End of the Line · 30
Creative Criticism · 31
How to Throw Your Body · 36
I’m Feeling Myself · 38
Creative Writing · 39

Part III. Credos

Declarations of Independence · 47
In Praise of Nonfiction · 54
There Is No Single Way · 56
How Proust Can Ruin Your Life · 57
Reality Hunger · 58
Depend on Your Dumbness · 60
Blackness (Unmitigated) · 62
Rage on the Page · 63
On Training · 68

Part IV. Form

Light Years · 71
Neither/Nor · 72
Criticism by Other Means · 75
Paranoid Theory · 77
Erotic Style · 80
I Blame the Topic Sentence · 82
The Sound and the Fury · 83
In Defense of the Fragment · 86
Kids · 88

Part V. Academic Interest

Diana Studies · 91
Examined Life · 95
Occupy Writing · 96
Academic Sentence · 98
Dissertation Blah · 100
Your Job Is to Know a Lot · 102
Terminology · 103
Anti-Anti Jargon · 104
Monograph · 107

Part VI. Style

But Life · 111
Sugared Violets · 112
Voice · 113
Wikileaks Manual of Style · 117
Detecting Style · 118
Strunk and White · 120
A Clean English Sentence · 122
Trade · 126
Recommendation Letter · 128

Part VII. Exercises

Bad Writing · 137
Prompt · 139
Post-Its · 141
Revising · 142
Editing · 144
Performing It · 146
Rituals · 149

For Graduate Students · 152
Not Writing · 161

Part VIII. The Groves of Academe

Academe · 165
Stoner · 167
Common Sense · 169
Titles · 170
Campus Criticism · 172
Farther Away · 176
Accountability · 177
Tenure Files · 179
Journals · 182

Part IX. Materials

Photographs, etc. · 187
“Who’s Got the Address?” (a Collaboration with Teju Cole) · 190

Acknowledgments · 197
Appendix A. Ten Rules of Writing · 201
Appendix B. PEN Ten Interview · 207
Notes · 211
Index · 231

Introduction
The 90-Day Book

This is a book about writing.
I wanted to write about books that will remain new and attractive because
of their style. The aim was to reduce the distance that divides criticism from
creative writing. I began work on this book by finding examples of writers
who blurred the boundaries between academic and nonacademic writing.
Truth be told, I felt that a book like this would provide models and also
encouragement, particularly to younger writers. It would work like a manifesto. Or a self-help book for academics wanting to break with convention.
There is so much wonderful work being done all around us. This book is
about the value, the ease, and also the excitement of crafting writing that
hasn’t been produced to please a committee.
On the one hand, we can follow models; on the other, we need instruction and help along the way. Both models and help came late to me, but I
want to make that kind of information available to my readers. In the pages
that follow I have also shared practical advice about various aspects of writing at different stages.
For instance:
Many years ago, a near-stranger in Mumbai gave me a book called Advice
to Writers.1 Walking on the Dadabhai Naoroji Road, this used book in hand,
I came across a statement from E. L. Doctorow: “Writing a book is like driving a car at night. You only see as far as your headlights go, but you can make
the whole trip that way.” This was almost two decades ago, and I have always
remembered those words when struggling with a new book. If I had to name
one single quotation that I have gone back to in order to sustain me, it would
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have to be the one by Doctorow. On a bookshelf in my study, I also have
a statement from Sylvia Plath. I have now forgotten where I found it, but
this is what it says on the index card: “The worst e nemy to creativity is self-
doubt.” Both the Doctorow statement and the one by Plath can be helpful
when you are starting or in the m
 iddle of a project. What will happen when
your work is finished and your book is published and gets reviewed? For any
number of reasons, the following quotation w
 on’t help you—it is not meant
to, and, really, the writer is talking only about himself—but it will help to
keep it in mind: it comes from an obituary for the writer Denis Johnson,
after his death in May 2017. This is what Johnson had once told the journalist
Lawrence Wright: “A bad review is like one of t hose worms in the Amazon
that swims up your penis. If you read it, you can’t get it out, somehow.”2
Ottessa Moshfegh is a young American writer whose novel Eileen was
a finalist for the Man Booker Prize. Moshfegh told the Guardian that she
didn’t “want to wait 30 years to be discovered . . . so I thought I’m g oing to do
something bold.”3 She bought a book called The 90-Day Novel by Alan Watt.
Moshfegh understood the limits, but she persisted. (“It’s ridiculous, claiming
that anybody can write a great book, and quickly too. And I thought if I were
to do this, what would happen, would my head explode?”) She carried on
with the exercise for sixty days, and Eileen was born.
In the interview, Moshfegh had said that “the Booker p
 eople” would be “dis holeheartedly.
gusted” with this story of her novel’s origins, but I embrace it w
I love the story of low origins, and, more than that, I love what it tells us about
ambition as well as optimism. Because the point of course is to get the start
you need and then put the imprint of your talent, your personality, your obsessions, on the work you are doing.

