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Annie Dillard (born April 30, 1945 in Pittsburgh, PA) is an 
American author, best known for her narrative prose in both 
fiction and non-fiction.  
She has published works of poetry, essays, prose, and literary 
criticism, including the memoir of her parents, An American 
Childhood; the Northwest pioneer epic The Living; and the 
1974 nonfiction narrative Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, which won 
the 1975 Pulitzer Prize for General Nonfiction.  
Described by GoodReads.com as a gregarious recluse, she was 
elected a member of the American Academy of Arts and 
Letters in 1999.  
Dillard taught for more than 20 years in the English 
department of Wesleyan University, in Middletown, 
Connecticut, where she now serves as Professor Emeritus. 
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The Writing Life 
111 pages of essays forming a montage of her interpretation of 
writers and writing… 

When you write, you lay out a line of words. The line of 
words is a miner’s pick, a woodcarver’s gouge, a 
surgeon’s probe. You wield it, and it digs a path you 
follow. Soon you find yourself deep in new territory... 
You make the path boldly and follow it fearfully. You go 
where the path leads. (p. 3) 

Dillard’s use of rhythmic repetition was at its most effective 
when she kept her language simple. 
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Imagery and Opinion 
Banal: “Putting a book together is interesting and exhilarating (p. 11).” 
Evocative: “The desk and chair float thirty feet from the ground, between the crowns of maple trees (p. 10).” 
Strangely Exaggerated or Inaccurate: “Out of a human population on earth of four and a half billion, perhaps 
twenty people can write a book in a year (p. 13).” 
Uncomfortably Alliterative: “The reason to perfect a piece of prose as it progresses… (p. 15).” 
Somewhat overwrought: “You may… poke the spot hard till the sore bleeds on your finger, and write with that 
blood (p. 20).” 

 
Returning to a work in progress after a 
break is like entering a lion’s cage: 

You must visit it every day and 
reassert your mastery over it. If you 
skip a day, you are, quite rightly, 
afraid to open the door to its room. 
You enter its room with bravura, 
holding a chair at the thing and 
shouting, ‘Simba!’ (p. 52) 

 
I can quite honestly 
promise you, that if you 
enter my room waving a 
chair and shouting at me, 
then finishing your next 
paragraph will be the 
least of your concerns.  

 

Advice to a researcher? 
Why do you never find anything 
written about that idiosyncratic 
thought you advert to, about your 
fascination with something no one 
else understands? Because it is up to 
you. There is something you find 
interesting, for a reason hard to 
explain. It is hard to explain because 
you have never read it on any page; 
there you begin (pp. 67–68). 

And a finer rationale for a PhD thesis you 
could never hope to find.  

 

In the Zone  
If you can write, then write—get in the zone and get it 
written… 

One of the things I know about writing is this: spend it all, 
shoot it, play it, lose it, all, right away, every time. Do not 
hoard what seems good for a later place in the book or 
for another book; give it, give it all, give it now. (p. 78) 
Anything you do not give freely and abundantly becomes 
lost to you. You open your safe and find ashes (p. 79). 

Communicate your thoughts and enthusiasm—or tomorrow, 
when you open that safe door, the phoenix may not arise from 
the ashes. 
 

What is Writing? 
Dillard had a love/hate relationship with her writing… 

Politely, he asked me about my writing. Foolishly, not 
dreaming I was about to set my own world tumbling down 
about my ears, I said I hated to write. I said I would 
rather do anything else (p. 53). 
At its best, the sensation of writing is that of any 
unmerited grace. It is handed to you, but only if you look 
for it. You search, you break your heart, your back, your 
brain, and then—and only then—it is handed to you (p. 
75). 

 

What I Take from Dillard’s Message  
If you persevere, if you write whatever you can and just get it 
written, sooner or later the current will take you out to the 
middle of the channel, and the tide will take you to that final 
period.  
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