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“We now th ink  o f  nonf ic t ion  as  s incere  and  art less ,”  Ann ie  D i l la rd  exp la ins   in  

L iv ing  by  F ic t ion ,  but   i t  m ight  be  otherwise .   In   the  seventeenth  and  e ighteenth  

centur ies ,   she  notes ,   “wr i ters   .   .   .  were  more  apt   to  wr i te  essays   for   the  same reason  

that  Wal lace  Stevens  wrote  poems.”  A lways  s incere  but  anyth ing  but  ar t less ,  Ann ie  

D i l la rd ’s  metaphys ica l  nonf ic t ion—”metaphys ica l”   in   the  un ique  seventeenth  century  

sense—might  wel l  be   taken  as  a  k ind  of  “Notes  Toward  a  Supreme F ic t ion ,”  as ,   that  

i s ,  an  at tempt   to   forge  a  k ind  of   imag inat ive  a l l iance  with  what  S tevens   l iked   to  ca l l  

“ the  major  weather”  o f  “be ing‐ in ‐ the‐wor ld ,   the   fus ion  of   the  wor ld ’s  g ivens  w ith  our  

end less  power   to   recreate   them  in  mind.  What  nove l i s t ,   she  asks   in  L iv ing  by  F ic t ion ,  

cou ld  ever  aga in  be  a  Theodore  Dre iser  a f ter  hav ing   read  “The  Comedian  as   the  

Letter  C”  or  Four  Quartets?  And  what  essay is t  cou ld  ever  be  a  Thoreau,  an  Emerson,  

and  E ise ley  a f ter   read ing  Borges ,  Robbe‐Gr i l le t ,  or  Ca lv ino  and,  as  wel l ,  S t .   John  of  

the  Cross ,   Ju l ian  of  Norwich ,  and  Mart in  Buber?  D i l la rd ’s  ear l ier  work ,  Pi lgr im at  

T inker  Creek   (1974) ,  T ickets   for  a  Prayer  Wheel   (poems,  1974) ,  and  Holy   the  F i rm 

(1977)  had  shown her   to  be  essent ia l ly  a   sp i r i tua l  autob iographer ,  and,  desp i te   the  

qu i te  d i f ferent  sub ject  mater  o f   these   three   la ter  books ,   she   remains  one,   though  her  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sub ject  be  a   tota l  ec l ipse ,  modern is t   f i c t ion ,  or  her  conversat ion  with  and  

observat ions  o f  contemporary  authors   f rom the  People ’s  Republ ic  o f  Ch ina .  

Readers  o f  her  ear l ier  books  w i l l   recogn ize  D i l la rd ’s   s ignature  on  many  of   the  

pages  o f   these  works .  The  v iv id   imagery ,   the  perhaps   too  s tud ied  pess imism,   the  

metaphys ica l   specu lat ion ,   the  co l loqu ia l   s ty le  coup led  engag ing ly  w ith  quotat ion  

f rom neo‐P laton ic ,  Has id ic ,  or  myst ica l  Chr is t ian  sources ,  and  most  o f  a l l   the  

d is t inct ive ,  authent ic  vo ice—al l  a re  unmistakab ly  D i l la rd ’s  own.  and,  except   in   the  

more   journa l i s t ic  Encounters  w i th  Ch inese  Wr i ters ,  can  be   found  in  abundance  

throughout .  

 

“This   i s  my rea l  work ,”  not  “occas ional  p ieces ,”  Di l la rd   in forms  us  somewhat  

defens ive ly   in  an  “Author ’s  Note”   to  Teach ing  a  S tone   to  Ta lk ,  and  sure ly   she   i s   r ight ;  

these  “Exped i t ions  and  Encounters ,”   these  persona l  essays  and  narrat ives   remind  us  

o f  noth ing  so  much  as   the  br i l l iant  chapters  o f  Pi lgr im at  T inker  Creek .  Though  at  

t imes   the  s ty le  suggests   forced   imitat ion  of  her  ear l ier  Pu l i t zer  Pr i ze  w inner ,   i t  

makes  use  of  new ang les  o f  v i s ion   in  order   to  exp lore  both  new and  o ld   themes.  

The  many   journeys  which   the  book   re lates—tr ips   to   the  po les   in  search  of   the  

“po le  o f  great  pr ice ,”  a  p i lg r image   to  centra l  Wash ington  s tate   to  bear  w itness   to  a  

f r ighten ing   tota l  ec l ipse ,  a  weekend retreat   to   the  woods  with  a  young   female  

f r iend—are,   in  a   sense ,  a l l  one.  A l l   represent  s tages   in  a   l i fe ’s  way ,  D i l la rd ’s   learn ing  

of  a   route  known to   the  myst ics  o f   the  V ia  Negat iva ,  what  P lot inus  ca l led   (as   she  

notes)  “ the   f l ight  o f   the  a lone   to   the  a lone,”  a   search   for  an  d iscovery  o f  “ the  

l ight less  edge  where   the  s lopes  o f  knowledge  dwind le ,  and   love   for   i t s  own sake ,  

lack ing  an  ob ject ,  beg ins .”  

“Wherever  we go ,”  D i l la rd  conc ludes   in  “An  Exped i t ion  of   the  Po le ,”  one  of  

the  book’s  most   innovat ive  and  profound p ieces ,   “ there  sees   to  be  on ly  one  bus iness  

at  hand—that  o f   f ind ing  workab le  compromises  between the  sub l imity  o f  our   ideas  

and   the  absurd i ty  o f   the   fact  o f  us .”  Such   i s   the  centra l  bus iness  o f  Teach ing  a  S tone  

to  Ta lk  and ,  as  we sha l l   see ,   the  other   two books  as  wel l .  Teach ing  a  S tone   to  Ta lk   i s  

a  book  much  more  concerned  with  human character  and   i t s   fo ib les   than  Pi lgr im at  

T inker  Creek  o r  Holy   the  F i rm .  Both   fasc inated  and  perp lexed  by   the  great  mirac le :  

“ that  God,   for   reasons  unfathomable ,   re f ra ins   f rom b lowing  our  danc ing  bear  act   to  

smithereens ,”  D i l la rd  de l ights   in  deta i l ing   th is  “act”   in  a l l   i t s  mani festat ions .   In  “An  

Exped i t ion   to   the  Po le”  her   fe l low par ish ioners ’  pr idefu l  behav ior  and  obv iousness   to  

the  mystery  o f   the  “unencompassed   l ight ,”   the  source  of  a l l   t rue   re l ig ion ,  are  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compared   to  equa l ly  pr idefu l  po lar  exp lorers   (herse l f   inc luded)  who encounter   the  

l ight  made mani fest   in   the  s t range ly  space less ,   t imeless   terra in  o f   the  earth ’s  

extremit ies .  The  para lyzed ,  vacuous  mote l   lobby   regu lars ,  he ld  capt ive  by  a  TV  set ,  

she  contrasts   to   those   tour is ts   (herse l f   inc luded)  who t rek  o f f   for  a  c lose   inspect ion  

of  a   tota l  ec l ipse  and   f ind   themselves  “c lobbered”  by  an  apoca lypt ic  event ,  more  

awfu l   than   they  had  dreamed,  a  moment  which  “ob l i terated  meaning   i t se l f . ”  

Whi le  not ing ,   in  character i s t ic   s ty le ,   that  God goes  not  demand the  surrender  

o f  our  pr ide ,  does  not   requ ire   that  “we  lose  ourse lves  and   turn   f rom a l l   that   i s  not  

h im,”   for  he  “needs  noth ing ,  asks  noth ing ,  and  demands  noth ing ,   l i ke   the  s tars”  and  

thus  does  not ,   in   short ,   “g ive  a  hoot ,”  D i l la rd  hastens   to   remind  us   that   that  a  “ l i fe  

w i th  God,”   the  des i re   to  know God,  does   requ ire   the  humbl ing  o f   the  sou l ,  

acceptance  of  man’s   s tup id i ty ,  and   the  “choos ing   [o f ]   the  g iven .”  But   i s  not  easy   for  

e i ther   the  mind  or   the  “mind’s   s idek ick ,”   the  body,   to  accept   the  g iven ,   to  say  yes   to  

the  wor ld .  For   the  wor ld  has  been  desecrated .  “We have  dra ined   the   l ight   f rom the  

boughs   in   the  sacred  grove .”  “We doused   the  burn ing  bush  and  cannot   rek ind le   i t . ”  

And  God  in   the  wor ld  has   thus  become “the  show we drove   f rom town.”   In  

“So journer ,”  a   f ine  essay   in  Teach ing  a  S tone   to  Ta lk ,   the  ostens ib le  sub ject  o f  which  

i s   the  mangrove   t ree ,  D i l la rd  confesses   that   she  s t i l l   “a l ternate[s ]  between th ink ing  

of   the  p lanet  as  home—dear  and   fami l ia r  hearth  and  garden—and as  a  hard   land  of  

ex i le   in  which  we are  a l l   sou journers .”  At   the   t ime of   the  essay ’s  wr i t ing ,   she  

exp la ins ,   the   la t ter  v iew seems more  be l ievab le :  

 

We don’t  know where  we be long ,  but   in   t imes  of   sorrow  i t  doesn ’ t   seem to  be  

here ,  here  with   these  s i l l y  pans ies  and  wit less  mounta ins ,  here  with  sponges  

and  hard‐eyed  b i rds .   In   t imes  of   sorrow the   innocence  of   the  other  

c reatures—from whom and  with  whom we evo lved—seems a  mockery .  The i r  

ways  are  not  our  ways .  We seem set  among  them as  among  l i fe l ike  props   for  a  

t ragedy—‐or  a  broad   lampoon—on a   thrust   rock  s tage .  

I t  doesn ’ t   seem to  be  here   that  we be long ,  here  where  space   i s  curved,  

the  earth   i s   round,  we’re  a l l  go ing   to  d ie ,  and   i t   seems as  w ise   to  s tay   in  bed  

as  budge.   I t   i s   s t range  here ,  not  qu i te  warm enough,  or   too  warm,   too   leafy ,  

or   ined ib le ,  or  w indy ,  or  dead.   I t   i s  not ,   f rank ly ,   the  sort  o f  home  for  people  

one  would  have   thought  o f—although   I   lack   the   fancy   to   imag ine  another .  

(151)  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But  she  does  not  a lways   lack   the   fancy .  Pi lgr im at  T inker  Creek  had  success fu l ly  

imag ined  her   to  be  at  home  in   the  wor ld ;  a t   i t s  conc lus ion  she  succeeded  in   f ind ing  

the  ph i losopher ’s   s tone   in   the  same quot id ian   th ings  she  here   f inds  absurd .  And  even  

in  Teach ing  a  S tone   to  Ta lk   she  manages  at   i t s  c lose   to   face  up   to  her  own  f in i teness .  

“Aces  and  E ights”   (a long  with  “Tota l  Ec l ipse”   the  book’s   f inest  essay)   i s  a  

moving  meditat ion  on  ag ing  and  death  cast   in   the   farm of  a  narrat ive  o f  a   summer  

t r ip  w ith  a  young   female   f r iend   to  an  Appa lach ian  cottage   f requented  by  D i l la rd   in  

her  youth .  She   recounts   the  s tory  o f  a  myster ious  g i r l  who once  p ledged  never   to  

change. :  

 

When she  changed   [ the  g i r l  quest ioned]  where  wi l l   that  other  person  have  

gone?  Cou ld  anyone keep  her  a l ive ,   th is  person  here  on   the  s t reet ,  and  her  

pass ions?  Wi l l   the  unth inkab le  adu l t   that   she  would  become remember  her?  

Wi l l   she   th ink  she   i s   s tup id?  Wi l l   she   laugh  at  her?  

She  was  a  w i l l fu l  one,  and  she  made a  vow.  The   l ight  changed;   she  

crossed   the  s t reet  and  set  o f f  up   the  s lop ing  s idewalk  by   the  school .   I  must  be  

loya l ,   for  no  one  e lse   i s .   I f   th is   i s   the  system,   then   I  w i l l  buck   i t .   I  w i l l  unt i l   I  

d ie   love  Walter  Mi l l igan  and  hate  my s i s ter  and  read  and  walk   in   the  woods .  

And   I  w i l l  never ,  not   I ,   s i t  and  dr ink  and  smoke  and  do  noth ing  but   ta lk .   (164)  

 

One  vow surpassed   in   importance  a l l   the   rest ,  as  D i l la rd   in forms  us :   “Foremost   in  her  

vow was   th is ,   that   she  would   remember   the  vow  i tse l f . ”  The  g i r l ,  o f  course ,   i s  Ann ie  

D i l la rd ;  we  recogn ize  her   indefat igab leness .  And   la ter   in   the  same essay  we 

understand  her  mot ives .   I t   i s  death  she   rea l ly   feared ,  ag ing  which  she  hoped to  

c i rcumvent  by  her  vow not   to   l i ve   in  a  wor ld  o f  change—a vow which ,   i f  kept ,  would  

mainta in  her   innocence  but  make  sp i r i tua l  autob iography  an   imposs ib le  vocat ion .  

But   in  a  passage   insp i red  by  watch ing  her  young   f r iend  and  sp i r i tua l  avatar  

speed ing  downhi l l  on  her  b icyc le ,   cards   in   i t s   spokes ,  D i l la rd  admits   that  ag ing  and  

the  prospect  o f  death  now contro l  her   l i fe   in  midd le  age—against   the  better  w isdom 

of  her   teenage  se l f :  

 

I f   there   i s   such  a  p lace  as  "on   top ,"   i f   there   i s  a   sensat ion  of   r id ing  a   l i fe  

span 's  c rest ,   i t  does  not   las t   ten  or   twenty  years .  On   the  contrary ,   the  crest   i s  

so  smal l   that   I ,   for  one,  missed   i t  a l together .  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You are  young,  you  are  on  your  way  up ,  when you  cannot   imag ine  how 

you  wi l l   save  yourse l f   f rom death  by  boredom unt i l  d inner ,  unt i l  bed ,  unt i l   the  

next  day  arr ives   to  be  outwaited ,  and   then,   s low s lap ,   the  next .   .   .   .   L i fe  by   i t s  

mere  appa l l ing   length   i s  a   feat  o f  endurance   for  which  you  haven ' t   the  

s t rength .  

But  momentum prope ls  you  over   the  crest .   Impercept ib ly ,  you  s tart  

down.  When do   the  days  s tart   to  b lur  and   then,  break ing  your  heart ,   the  

seasons?  The  cards  c l i ck   faster   in   the  spokes ;  you  p i tch   forward .  You  ro l l  

head long,  out  o f  contro l .  The  b lur  o f   the  cards  makes  one   long  sound  l ike  a  

bomb's  whine ,   the  whine  of  many  bombs,  and  you  know your  course   i s   fa ta l .  

(166‐67)  

 

I t   i s   th is  new knowledge  which  d is t ingu ishes  Teach ing  a  S tone   to  Ta lk   f rom D i l la rd ’s  

ear l ier  exerc ises   in  sp i r i tua l  autob iography.   I t   i s  downhi l l  autob iography,  wr i t ten  not  

f rom the  perspect ive  o f   the   i l lusory  crest ,  but   fac ing  death .  She  has  begun—as  

Barrett  Mandel l  has  noted   in  a   f ine  essay  on  death  and  autob iography,  every  

autob iographer  must—to  take  her  own  l i fe :   to  d ie   imag inat ive ly .  

“Aces  and  E ights”  ends  w ith  a  po ignant   rea l i zat ion  of  death ,  which ,   in  

character i s t ic  D i l la rd   fash ion ,  comes   to  her   through   the  mediat ion  of  nature ’s  

emblemology .   In   the   fo l lowing   l ines—which  are ,  as  wel l ,   the  book’s   las t  words—she 

descr ibes  her   f ina l  moments  at   the  cottage  as  she  and  her   f r iend  depart .  

 

A   r ipp le  o f  w ind  comes  down  f rom the  woods  and  across   the  c lear ing   toward  

us .  We see  a  wave  of   shadow and  g loss  where   the  short  grass  bends  and   the  

cottage  eaves   t remble .   I t  h i ts  us   in   the  back .   I t   i s  a   s ing le  gust ,  a   sport ,  a  

rogue  breeze  out  o f   the  north ,  as   i f   some reck less ,   impat ient  w ind  has  

bumped the  north  door  open  on   i t s  h inges  and   let  out   th is  acre  o f   sent  

fami l ia r  and   forgotten ,   th is  coo l   scent  o f   tundra ,  and  of  November .  Fa l l !  Who 

author ized   th is   in t rus ion?  Stop  or   I ’ l l   shoot .   I t   i s  an  ent i re ly  misp laced  a i r—

fa l l ,   that   I  have  utter ly   forgotten ,   that  cou ld  be  here  aga in ,  another   fa l l ,  and  

here   i t   i s  on ly   Ju ly .   I   though   I  was  younger  and  would  have  more   t ime.  The  

gust  c rosses   the   r iver  and  b lackens   the  water  where   i t  passes ,   l i ke  a   f inger  

c los ing  s la ts .   (177)  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She  has  not  chosen   th is  “g iven ,”  has  not ,   in   fact  even  remembered   i t  unt i l   th is  

ep iphana l  moment .  And  yet ,  as  her  own mythos  demands ,   she  must :  how e lse  may  

the  “a lone”   return   to   the  “A lone”   in  a   fa l len  wor ld?  Teach ing  a  S tone   to  Ta lk ’ s   “sense  

of  an  end ing”  would   thus  seem to  mark  out   for  D i l la rd ’s   future   re ference  and   for  our  

own the   terr i tory  ahead   into  which   the  exped i t ions  o f  her  sp i r i tua l  autob iography  

wi l l   lead .  D i l la rd  now seems about   to  proc la im,   l i ke   the  poet  Wendel l  Berry   in  A Part ,  

that  “L i fe   i s  your  pr iv i lege ,  not  your  be long ing .   /   I t   i s   the   loss  o f   i t ,  now,   that  you  

wi l l  be  s ing ing .”  

 

L iv ing  by  F ic t ion ,  D i l lard  unabashedly  admits ,   i s   “un l icensed  metaphys ics   in  a  

teacup,”   the  part icu lar   teacup  be ing  contemporary  “modern is t”   f i c t ion   ( the  work  o f ,  

among others ,  Nabokov,  Pynchon,  Borges ,  Marquez ,  Ca lv ino) .  But   i s  a l so ,  as   she  

caut ions   the   reader   to   remember  ear ly  on ,  “u l t imate ly  a  book  about   the  wor ld .”  The  

book’s  ep igraph—a quotat ion   f rom Teodor  de  Wyzewa—announces   i t s   thes is :   “Art  

must   recreate ,   in   fu l l   consc iousness ,  and  by  means  of   s igns ,   the   tota l   l i fe  o f   the  

un iverse ,   that   i s   to  say ,   the  sou l  where   the  var ied  dream we ca l l   the  un iverse   i s  

p layed.”  L ike  Teach ing  a  S tone   to  Ta lk ,   th is  work  o f   l i terary  c r i t i c i sm,  at   the  same 

t ime an  espousa l  o f  D i l la rd ’s  own poet ics ,   takes  as   i t s  centra l  bus iness   the  d iscover  

o f  “workab le  compromises  between the  sub l imity  o f  our   ideas  and   the  absurd i ty  o f  

the   fact  o f  us .”  “Does   f i c t ion   i l luminate   the  great  wor ld ,  or  on ly   the  mind  of   i t s  

human creator?”  she  asks  aga in  and  aga in .  Are   the   ideas  which  have  g iven  shape  and  

substance   to  modern is t   f i c t ion  sub l ime or  absurd?  

D i l la rd  o f fers  no   f ina l  answers .  A f ter  one  hundred  and  e ighty‐ f ive  pages  o f  

wrest l ing  w ith   these  quest ions ,   she  conc ludes  her   invest igat ion  with  yet  more  

imponderab les :  

 

Do  art ’ s  complex  and  ba lanced  re lat ionsh ips  among a l l   i t s  parts ,   i t s  purposes ,  

s ign i f i cance ,  and  harmony,  ex is t   in  nature?   I s  nature  whole ,   l i ke  a  completed  

thought?   I s  h is tory  purposefu l?   I s   the  un iverse  o f  matter   s ign i f i cant?   I  am 

sorry :   I  do  not  know.   (185)  

 

Though  of ten  dub ious  about   the  modern is t  pro ject   (“ I f   I  actua l ly  be l ieved   that   the  

progress  o f  human understand ing  depended on  our  c rop  of  contemporary  nove l i s ts ,   I  

would  shoot  myse l f” ) ,   she  adopts   i t s   s tandard  “party   l ine”  on  severa l  occas ions ,  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whi le  endeavor ing   to   in fuse   i t  w i th   the  earth ly   sense  of  wonder  o f  a   l i terary  

natura l i s t .  

She   te l l s ,   for  example ,  o f  her  secret   fantasy :   that  “ imag inat ive  acts ,”  because  

they  are  ant i ‐entrop ic ,   “carry   rea l  we ight   in   the  un iverse ,”  and   thus   the  art i s t ,   “h is  

thumb  in   the  d ike   .   .   .   i s   sav ing   the  un iverse .”  Thus ,  a  completed  nove l ,   say ,  

“counteracts   the  decay ing  of   systems,   the  breakdown of   s tars  and  cu l tures  and  

molecu les ,   the   f ray ing  of   forms,”  And  she   f inds  enough  momentary  certa inty  about  

the  centra l i ty  o f   f i c t ion   to  suggest ,   f i r s t ,   that  “ the  wor ld   i s   the   fabr icat ion  of  a  

b i l l ion   imag inat ions  a l l   invent ing   i t  a t  once” ;  and,   second,   that  “humanity  has  but  

one  product ,  and   that   i s   f i c t ion .”  

But   f i c t ion  can  never  mere ly   rep lace   the  wor ld ,   for  “ i t   i s  a f ter  a l l   the  

phenomenal  wor ld  which   i s   l i terature ’s   sub ject .”  “The  wor ld   i s  a  warehouse  of   forms  

which   the  wr i ter   ra ids :   th is   i s  a   s t ickup.”  Composed  of   language  “weighted  with  

re ferents ,”   f i c t ion   i s  not  eas i ly  escap is t ,  as  D i l la rd   t r ies   to  show  in  a  s t range  and  

i l luminat ing  ana logy :  

 

[ Language]   i s   l i ke  a  beam of   l ight  on  Venus .  There ,  on  Venus ,  heavy  

atmospher ic  grav i ty  bends   l ight  around the  ent i re  c i rcumference  of   the  

p lanet ,  enab l ing  a  man,   in   theory ,   to  see   the  back  o f  h is  own head.  Now,   the  

ob ject  o f  every  ar t i s t ' s  v i s ion   i s ,   in  one  sense ,   the  back  o f  h is  own head.  But  

the  wr i ter ,  un l ike   the  pa inter ,   the  scu lptor ,  or  composer ,  cannot   form h is   idea  

of  order  d i rect ly   in  h is  mater ia l s ;   for  as   soon  as  he  wr i tes   the   least  noun,   the  

whole  wor ld  s tarts  pour ing  back  onto  h is  page.  So   f i c t ion ,  us ing   language   l ike  

a  beam of  Venus ian   l ight   to  see   the  back  o f   i t s  own head—to ta lk  about   i t s  

own art—makes  a  very  w ide   tauto log ica l   loop.   I t  goes  a l l  a round the  wor ld  o f  

language 's   re ferents  before  coming  back   to   i t s  own sur face .   (50)  

 

Thus  Robbe‐Gr i l le t ’ s  content ion ,   that   f i c t ion  “ex i le [s ]   the  wor ld   to   the   l i fe  o f   i t s  own 

sur face ,”   i s  on ly  part ly   t rue .  The  whole  wor ld  pours  onto   the  wr i ter ’s  page;   though  

wr i t ing ’s   sub ject   seems to  be   i t se l f ,   though   the  se l f  o f   the  wr i ter  may  seem to  

evaporate ,  or   fa l l   through   the   interst ices  o f   language,   the  Venus ian   l ight  o f   language  

has  neverthe less  captured,  c i rc l ing   the  g lobe,  both   the   th ings  o f   the  wor ld  and   the  

back  o f   the  wr i ter ’s  head.  

In  another  unusua l  ana logy ,  D i l la rd  compares  what  modern is t   f i c t ion  has  

accompl ished   to   t ra in ing  a  dog   to   fetch :   i t   i s  very  d i f f i cu l t   to   t ra in   i t  not   to   look  at  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the  hand  with  which  one  po ints  and   to   look   instead  at   that  a t  which  one  po ints .  

Modern is t   f i c t ion ,  D i l la rd  suggests ,  has  perverse ly   t ra ined  us  as   readers   to   look  at  

the  hand,  a t   the  art   in   the   language,  a t   the  po inter ,  whi le   the   language   i t se l f  

inescapab ly  po ints  us   toward   the  wor ld .  

D i l la rd ’s   specu lat ions  on   f i c t ion   lead   the   reader  natura l ly   to  cons ider   the i r  

impl icat ions   for  her  own art .  Though  a  wr i ter  o f  non‐ f ic t ion ,  her  perpetua l   sub ject  

has  been,  as  her  ep igraph  proc la ims,   the   recreat ion  “ in   fu l l   consc iousness   .   .   .   [o f ]  

the   tota l   l i fe  o f   the  un iverse”   though  her  own sp i r i tua l  autob iography’s   record  of  a  

“sou l  where   the  var ied  dream we ca l l   the  un iverse   i s  p layed.”   In   record ing  her  sou l ’ s  

exped i t ions  and  encounters ,  her  bravura   language  somet imes  ca l l  our  at tent ion ,   in  

t ru ly  modern is t   fash ion ,   to   the  po int ing  hand.  but  more  of ten  we are  moved to  see  

and  understand   that  at  which  she  po ints .  Her  ar t   i s  noth ing   i f  not  centr i fuga l .  The  

back  o f  her  head,  a t   least ,   i s  a  mirror .  

Whi le   the  “boundar ies  o f  ar t”   fe l l  w i th   the  advent  o f  modern ism,  D i l la rd  

confesses ,   she  had  hoped that  “cr i t i cs  would  be   loosed  upon the  wor ld ;   they  would  

interpret   the  wor ld   i t se l f . ”  Of  course   th is  d id  not  happen.   Instead,   the  boundar ies  

expanded to  “ inc lude   the  poss ib i l i ty  o f  everyth ing ,”  and  cr i t i cs  came to  see   that  

anyth ing  cou ld  be  art  but  must  be  d iscussed  on ly  as  ar t .  D i l la rd  o f fers  an  a l ternat ive  

methods ,  one  which   revea ls  her  own ant i ‐modern is t   inc l inat ions :  

 

Can  we not   loose   the  methods  of   l i terary  c r i t i c i sm upon the   raw wor ld?   .   .   .  

We can  and  may—but  on ly   i f  we   f i r s t  cons ider   the   raw wor ld  as  a   text ,  as  

meaningfu l ,  purposefu l ly   fash ioned  creat ion ,  as  a  work  o f  ar t .   .   .   .  Our  

in terpret ing   the  un iverse  as  an  art i fact  abso lute ly   requ ires   that  we pos i t  an  

author   for   i t ,  or  a  ce lest ia l   f i lmmaker ,  dramat is t ,  pa inter ,   scu lptor ,   composer ,  

a rch i tect ,  or  choreographer .  And  no  one  has  been  wi l l ing  open ly   to  post   such  

an  art i s t   for   the  un iverse  s ince   the  Amer ican   t ranscendenta l i s ts  and  before  

them the  Medieva l  European  ph i losophers .   (144)  

 

Even  D i l la rd  herse l f   i s  unwi l l ing   to  come out  o f   the  c loset ,  and   thus  L iv ing  by  F ic t ion  

remains  a  work  o f  c r i t i c i sm  instead  of  becoming   the   testament   i t  m ight  have  been   in  

the  hands  of  another ,   less   subt le ,   less  doubt ing  mind.  But  even  so ,   i t   s tands  as  an  

important  chapter   in  her  sp i r i tua l  autob iography.  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Pr imar i ly   reportage.  near ly  devoid  of  her  usual  metaphys ics  o r  persona l   re f lect ion ,  

and  wr i t ten   in  a  prose  s ty le   f la t ter   than   that  o f  Pi lgr im,  S tone,  or  Ho ly   the  F i rm,  

Encounters  w i th  Ch inese  Wr i ters   i s  prefaced  by  no   ins i s tence   that  “ th is   i s  my  rea l  

work .”   I t   i s ,   instead,  a  k ind  of  as ide ,  a  co l lect ion  of  character   sketches  drawn  f rom 

Di l la rd ’s  meet ings  both  here  and  abroad  with  var ious  contemporary  wr i ters   f rom the  

People ’s  Republ ic  o f  Ch ina .   I t   i s  a   s t range ly  p lace less  book.  As ide   f rom a   few 

g l impses  o f   some Ch inese   loca les  and  of  D isney land,   i t  a  book  without  a   landscape.  

And  yet ,  even  without   the  natura l  wor ld  which   rout ine ly  serves  as  her   insp i rat ion ,  

D i l la rd   remains  unfa i l ing ly   in terest ing   throughout   the  books  106  pages .  

As  one  who has   l i ved  and   taught   in   the  PRC,   I   found  D i l la rd ’s   render ings  o f   the  

c lash  of   l i terary  cu l tures ,  and  her  portra i ts  o f  both   the  pecu l iar i t ies  and   the  gen ius  

o f   the  Ch inese ,  abso lute ly  authent ic .  Without  pretens ion  and  with  a  cons iderab le  

ta lent   for  de l ineat ing   the   i ron ies  o f   re lat ionsh ips ,   she  of fers  not  on ly   ins ights   in to  

the  wide ly  d i f ferent  persona l i t ies  o f   ind iv idua ls  who,  contrary   to   the  presumed 

va lues  o f   the i r   system,   remain  unfa i l ing ly   id iosyncrat ic ,  un ique,  human,  but  a l so  

wonderfu l  g l impses  o f  her  own cu l ture  and   i t s  va lues  as   seen   through   the i r  eyes .  

“What  sha l l  we  s ing ,  whi le   the   f i re  burns  down?”  D i l la rd  asks   in  Teach ing  a  S tone   to  

Ta lk .   “We can  s ing  on ly  spec i f i cs ,   t ime’s   rambl ing   tune,   the  p lace  we have  seen,   the  

faces  we have  known.”  Encounters  w i th  Ch inese  Wr i ters   i s   c lear ly   the  s ing ing  of   the  

last  o f   these ,  a   s ing ing   in  a  very   low,  yet  very  spec i f i c ,  key .  Nonethe less ,   i t   i s  a   fu l l ‐

b lown exerc ise  o f  her  powers  as  an  observer  o f   the  human wor ld ,  a   ta lent  which  

ear l ier  books  had  mere ly  h inted  at .  Though  not  her   rea l  work ,   i t   i s  neverthe less  a  

worthwhi le  one.  D id  Thoreau,  Emerson,  E i se ley  ever  show so  much  se l f ‐e f fac ing  

compass ion  and  understand ing   for   rea l  human be ings?  

 

“We are  miss ing  a  whole  c lass  of   invest igators ,   those  who  interpret   the   raw un iverse  

in   terms  of  meaning ,”  D i l la rd   ins i s ts  near   the  end  of  L iv ing  by  F ic t ion .  And  she   then  

goes  on   to  exp la in  what  she  means  by  “ the   raw un iverse” :  

 

a l l   that  we exper ience ,  a l l   th ings  cu l tura l  and  natura l ,  a l l  o f   the  un iverse   that  

i s  known,  g iven ,  made,  and  chang ing ;   the  wor ld ,  and   they   that  dwel l   there in .  

Exper ience   i s   someth ing  human,  even  our  exper ience  of  dumb nature .   I t   i s  

sane   to  seek   to  understand   i t  a l l   in  one  breath .   (145)  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When  I   read  Holy   the  F i rm   soon  a f ter   i t  was  pub l i shed   in  1977,   I  never  suspected   that  

Ann ie  D i l la rd  would  become such  an   invest igator ;   I  would  have  pred icted   then   that ,  

l i ke  so  many  other  Amer ican  authors ,   she  would  spend the   rest  o f  her   l i fe   t ry ing   to  

create  aga in   the  great  book   (Pi lgr im at  T inker  Creek )   she  had  a l ready  wr i t ten .  “There  

are ,”  a f ter  a l l ,   “no  second acts   in  Amer ican   l ives ,”  as  F .  Scott  F i tzgera ld  once  

lamented.  But   these   three  books  demonstrate  how wrong   I  was ;   for   they  exh ib i t  

D i l la rd ’s   fasc inat ion  with  a l l   that  we exper ience;   they  estab l i sh  her  breadth .  

 


