lynda barry writing the unthinkable

Lynda Barry: Writing the Unthinkable - Unlocking
Your Creative Potential

Have you ever stared at a blank page, feeling the weight of unspoken stories pressing down
on you? That overwhelming feeling of having something important to say, but not knowing
how to even begin? Lynda Barry, celebrated cartoonist, writer, and teacher, understands
that feeling intimately. In her groundbreaking book, "Writing the Unthinkable," she doesn't
offer a prescriptive how-to guide. Instead, she offers a liberating approach to writing, one
that helps us navigate the anxieties and uncertainties that often block our creative flow.
This post delves deep into the core principles of Lynda Barry's revolutionary method,
exploring how her techniques can unlock your own creative potential and help you write the
stories that matter most. We'll explore her key exercises, discuss the underlying
philosophy, and ultimately show you how to apply her methods to your own writing journey.

The Power of "The Unthinkable": Embracing the Messy
and the Unfinished

Lynda Barry's approach isn't about crafting perfect prose from the outset. Instead, it's
about embracing the messy, the unfinished, and the seemingly "unthinkable" aspects of our
lives. She challenges the conventional notion that writing must be a polished, refined
process. Her method encourages a raw, visceral engagement with our experiences,
allowing us to unearth stories we may not even realize we possess. It's about giving voice
to the whispers, the anxieties, the memories tucked away in the corners of our minds. This
isn't about becoming a published author overnight; it’s about connecting with your inner
voice and giving yourself permission to create.

The "What If?" Game: Igniting Imagination and
Overcoming Writer's Block

One of Barry's most effective techniques is her "What If?" game. This simple yet powerful
exercise invites us to explore alternative realities, pushing beyond the limitations of our
everyday experiences. By asking "What if...?" we unlock a wellspring of imaginative
possibilities. This isn't about constructing complex narratives immediately; it's about
generating raw material, exploring ideas, and getting those creative juices flowing. The
"What If?" game is particularly useful for overcoming writer's block, as it bypasses the
pressure of producing a finished product and instead focuses on the liberating act of
exploration.

Drawing as a Writing Tool: Accessing the Subconscious



Through Visual Expression

Barry emphasizes the crucial role of drawing as a form of writing. She argues that
drawing—even the simplest doodles—can bypass the conscious mind's filters and unlock
subconscious thoughts and emotions. This visual approach can be incredibly powerful for
those who struggle with expressing themselves through words alone. Whether you consider
yourself an artist or not, Barry encourages experimentation. The goal isn't to create
masterpieces, but to access the visual language that lies beneath the surface of our
thoughts and experiences. These visual prompts can then be used as springboards for
writing, offering a unique pathway to storytelling.

The Importance of "Low-Stakes Writing": Redefining
Success and Failure

A key tenet of Barry's methodology is the concept of "low-stakes writing." This encourages
writing without the pressure of judgment or the expectation of perfection. She advocates
for a free-flowing process, where experimentation and exploration take precedence over
polished prose. This approach reduces the fear of failure, allowing us to embrace mistakes
as opportunities for learning and growth. Low-stakes writing is about releasing the grip of
self-criticism and allowing our creative voice to emerge organically. It's about the journey,
not just the destination.

Building a Writing Ritual: Consistency and the Power of
Habit

Barry emphasizes the importance of building a consistent writing practice. Just as any skill
requires regular practice, writing requires consistent effort to nurture and develop. She
suggests establishing a daily or weekly writing ritual, even if it's just for a few minutes each
day. The key is to make writing a regular part of your routine, transforming it from a
daunting task into a habitual practice. This consistency fosters a deeper connection with
your creative self and strengthens your ability to express yourself through writing.

Applying Lynda Barry's Techniques to Your Own
Writing: Practical Exercises

To truly grasp the essence of "Writing the Unthinkable," you need to actively engage with
its principles. Here are a few practical exercises to get you started:

The One-Sentence Story: Write a single sentence that encapsulates a significant memory or
experience. Expand on this sentence, exploring different perspectives and details.

The Doodle-and-Write Exercise: Spend five minutes doodling freely. Then, use your doodles
as inspiration for a short writing piece. Don't worry about coherence; let your imagination
flow.

The "What If...?" Journal: Dedicate a journal to exploring different "What If...?" scenarios. Let
your imagination run wild, creating alternative narratives and possibilities.



Conclusion: Unleashing Your Inner Storyteller

Lynda Barry's "Writing the Unthinkable" isn't just a book; it's a transformative approach to
writing that challenges conventional wisdom and empowers us to embrace our creative
potential. By embracing the messy, the unfinished, and the unexpected, we can uncover
stories we never knew we possessed. Through drawing, low-stakes writing, and consistent
practice, we can unlock our inner storyteller and begin to write the unthinkable—the stories
that truly matter.

FAQs

1. Is "Writing the Unthinkable" only for aspiring novelists or fiction writers?

No, the principles in "Writing the Unthinkable" are applicable to anyone who wants to
improve their writing skills, regardless of their genre or experience level. Whether you're
writing journal entries, emails, or creative pieces, Barry's methods can help you express
yourself more effectively.

1. Do | need to be a good artist to use the drawing exercises?

Absolutely not! Lynda Barry doesn't focus on artistic skill; she emphasizes the process of
visual expression as a way to unlock subconscious thoughts and ideas. Even simple doodles
can be powerful tools for generating writing prompts.

1. How long should my "low-stakes writing" sessions be?

There's no prescribed length. Even five minutes of focused writing can be beneficial. The
key is consistency, not duration. Start small and gradually increase the time as you feel
comfortable.

1. What if | struggle to come up with "What If...?" scenarios?

Start with simple prompts related to your daily life. "What if | had taken a different path to
work today?" or "What if | had never met that person?" Gradually build from these simpler
scenarios to more imaginative ones.

1. Where can | find more information about Lynda Barry's work and teaching methods?



You can find more information on her website, as well as through her various books and
online courses. Many universities and colleges also offer workshops based on her
techniques.
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