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WHY SENTENCES?

IN HER BOoOK The Writing Life (1989), Annie Dillard tells the

story of a fellow writer who was asked by a student, “Do you

think I could be a writer?” *"Well, the writer said, ‘do you
like sentences?”” The student 1s surprised by the question, but
Dillard knows exactly what was meant. He was being told, she
explains, that “if he liked sentences he could begin,” and she re-
members a similar conversation with a painter friend. “I asked

him how he came to be a painter. He said, ‘I like the smell of

paint.” The point, made implicitly (Dillard does not belabor
it), 1s that you don’t begin with a grand conception, either of
the great American novel or a masterpiece that will hang in the
Louvre. You begin with a feel for the nitty-gritty material of

the medium, paint in one case, sentences in the other.



