
John Paul 

Dr. Shea 

English 668 

29 April 2013 

Writing Down the Bones 

Natalie Goldberg’s Writing Down the Bones is an informational guide for any developing writer: 

from aspiring authors to complete novices.  In her text, Goldberg expounds the “Zen” of writing, thought 

she does not adhere strictly to the idea.  More, she mentions it as her own sort of definition of writing: 

“a way to help you penetrate your life and become sane.  What is said here about writing can be applied 

to running, painting, anything you love and have chosen to work with in your life” (Goldberg 3). Really, 

she is quite clear, however, that writing is not a “linear process.  There is no logical A-to-B-to-C way to 

become a good writer.  To do writing practice means to deal ultimately with your whole life” (3).  In 

essence, this book is not necessarily some instructional textbook that informs how to write.  Instead it is 

a series of chapters that function as independent wholes and help to inform the process, more for 

personal development than for technical mastery. 

Each chapter of the book imparts a different aspect of wisdom.  From informing how to write 

about something as wide-ranging as Eroticism (105) to choosing the proper restaurant in which to write 

(and the etiquette that should be exercised toward its patrons and employees) (98) to explaining the 

value in simply stating “I don’t want to die” in our writing (177), Goldberg takes the reader on a tour 

through both the very real and practical applications of writing to the utterly philosophic.  The reader 

won’t be better equipped to use semicolons, but they will have a host of different writing tactics, 

exercises, philosophies, and ideas to ponder or execute in their pursuit of development. 

From a pedagogical perspective, this book is definitely useful, but I wouldn’t label it a “must-

read” for writing teachers.  As it is set up, it’s an incredibly efficient piece of literature for a teacher.  It 



will take a bit of work to mine the best excerpts for use in the classroom, but they are definitely there.  

Much in the same way as Write Like This by Kelly Gallagher, Writing Down the Bones offers a myriad of 

potential class activities that could function as a simple activator or summarizer to occupying a multi-day 

lesson plan (her chapters on “Syntax,” “Detail,” and “Being Specific” all would be great for this).  A lot of 

this, however, would require some amount of innovation in order to fit into a classroom setting, though 

they’d be very interesting reads for students to consider and debate.   

If I had to give it a “classroom efficacy rating,” I’d probably list Writing Down the Bones as a 4 

out of 5.  I think that it could function as a great text in a creative writing class, and it can inform how to 

design instruction in a way that will encourage writing more effectively and more deeply.  There is 

definite benefit to be found between these pages, and Goldberg’s accessible writing style is perfectly 

suited for any spectrum of students high school to college.   

 

Worthwhile Quotes: 

 “Forget yourself.  Disappear into everything you look at – a street, a class of water, a cornfield.  

Everything you feel, become totally that feeling, burn all of yourself with it.  Don’t worry-your ego will 

quickly become nervous and stop such ecstasy.  But if you can catch that feeling or smell or sight the 

moment you are one with it, you probably will have a great poem” (Goldberg 89). 

 “Be specific.  Don’t say ‘fruit.’  Tell what kind of fruit - ‘It is a pomegranate.’  Give things the 

dignity of their names.  Just as with human beings, it is rude to say, ‘Hey girl, get in line.’  That ‘girl’ has a 

name… Things, too, have names… It penetrates more deeply into the beingness of that [thing]” 

(Goldberg 77). 


