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Critical Commentary
To me, this critical commentary should be an in-depth look at my creative process as a whole. A reflective look at the particular work I’ve done and will do for my Creative Project will come closer to the end of my Bachelor of Arts; the entire project will be closer to completion at that time, and I’ll have a better vantage point with which to view the way I got there. For the purposes of this critical commentary, I’ve decided to focus primarily on my overall creative method of writing, and explore what’s gotten me to this point in my academic career.
From my point of view, creative writing has always been an exercise in surprise. I like to begin writing without any idea where a piece will end up, or what a character will say or do next. This goes for style, form, and genre as well. My Creative Project will reflect this viewpoint, as it will utilize a wide variety of styles such as micro fiction, poetry, and scripts. What will I come up with if I force myself to write a horror piece, or a villanelle? In this way I am always excited for the next line, paragraph, or page, with the question that lies at the heart of my writing being: “If this happens next, would it surprise me as a reader?”
Now, this style of writing does tend to be—for lack of a better term—tortuous at times. Without a solid outline or direction, many pieces simply fizzle out. Compound that with the fact that over the years I’ve learned that my best work is produced within environments of stress and pressure. This often means very late nights and lots of hair-pulling. I chalked this up to procrastination and tried repeatedly to remedy it, but no matter how many times I’d force myself to sit down well-ahead of a deadline, the creativity just wouldn’t be there. My ideas were flat, lackluster, and uninteresting, and my work would reflect that. I had to accept that this isn’t procrastination, it’s just the type of creator that I am. With these two traits in mind, I’ve also had to accept that my method of writing could very easily be labeled “semi-masochistic”. How I’ve pursued this as a career is a question I’ll tackle at a later date.
The Canadian philosopher Malcolm Gladwell helped me to come to terms with this. In his podcast “Revisionist History”, Gladwell juxtaposes the processes of two modernist painters: Pablo Picasso and Paul Cezanne. Picasso would be struck with an idea and then do it, the entire process from start to finish sometimes only taking a single night. His creativity came in bursts, and these bursts would result in finished pieces. Opposite this is Cezanne, an artist who took a very long time to finish his paintings. He was never satisfied with his work and would constantly start over—many of his paintings remain unsigned, as he refused to admit that they were complete. What this means is that neither method is the “right” method—there’s no such thing: two of the best painters in human history had entirely opposing ways of creating their art. To quote Gladwell: “Some people are Picassos, and others are Cezannes.” After I accepted that, my writing became a lot more (ironically) relaxed. It took me five years of university to come to terms with this. Five whole years.
On a more stylistic note, most of my writing up to this point has utilized a comedic perspective. To relate that to my method, I find that humour allows for a boundless scope with which to avoid cliché and keep the reader—and myself—guessing. More importantly, though, comedy has the ability to broach complex concepts in a universally approachable way. I find that people tend to be more open to changes in opinion or perception when they can all laugh at it together. As a matter of fact, a great deal of my writing is a therapeutic reviewing of painful experiences: I once wrote a comedic short-story called “Stoned” in which I recount a time when I had kidney stones as a child. It was a way for me to relive a terrifying period of my life in a more comfortable way, and share the experience with others in an open setting.
With that said, the inspiration behind my work over the last six months has been a want to push myself out of my comfort-zone; at this point, most of the work going towards my Creative Project does not utilize comedy. If something seems different or challenging to me as a writer, then that’s what I want to try and write. I was introduced to Jack Kerouac, for example, someone whose work I had never read, and explored his style. After doing an exercise in which I was tasked with writing something in his narrative voice, I was ecstatic with the results: the process was exciting, refreshing, and scary all at the same time. I immediately sought out a copy of On the Road and read through it, amazed by the effectiveness that stream-of-consciousness narration can have. The piece I wrote in this style will be included in my Creative Project after revision, and is included as one of the submissions alongside this commentary.
The heavy changes in my life have also changed the way with which I review and edit my work. Since moving, I try and come back to a piece in an entirely different mindset than I was in at the time of writing it. For my piece “The Valley”, for example, I intentionally edited after coming back from a full day of exploring a town I’d never been to before. Rather than being in a cozy classroom in an academic mindset, I set myself upon it as an explorer, just like the narrator of the story. I feel as though this helped me to thicken the emotion within the piece and inject some authentic feeling into it. For my villanelle “At the Coalface”, I watched multiple documentaries on child-soldiers in Africa before returning to it for further edits. After viewing so much raw cruelty, I decided to give the images of rot and death more presence in the piece: a boy hanging from the rafters, for example, is a particularly gruesome image I wanted thrust forward and imprint upon the reader. 
Two large influences of mine this semester have been the playwright Joe Orton and the author Philip K. Dick. Orton’s Entertaining Mr. Sloane and Loot are two plays that I’ve learned a great deal from in terms of satirical dialogue that keeps the reader—or, in this case, audience—guessing. His black-comedic approach to things like murder and theft fit-in well with the voice I aim to develop and utilize. Philip K. Dick, on the other hand, has a heavily philosophical style, his themes often terrifying and hefty with a gravity that pulls the reader into their pages. I strive to pack my pieces with a similar meatiness, and make their themes almost palpable in their delivery.
Having moved continents this past September, it’s no surprise that “change” has been the overarching theme of my work and editing process since then. Each piece is an attempt to stretch my arms out further and further, and explore my creative self. As I mentioned earlier, I need pressure to create and to grow, and so I’m doing my best to maintain a manageable level of it. I’ve strived to preserve my writer’s voice vis-a-vis humour, whilst continually branching out into more serious pieces to maintain a consistent departure from what I’m used to.
A semi-masochistic way of writing may not work for everyone, but it seems to work for me. Accepting it has, in a way, freed me as a writer, and will hopefully allow me to continue to push my creative boundaries further and further in the months to come—if I manage to survive the process, that is.  
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At the Coalface
A rope hangs from the rafters, homespun,
while a brick runs red and hot across our chest.
You’ve no idea what you have done,
yet black gusts of smoke choke-hold the sun,
and an acrid taste molests the air, obsessed.
A rope hangs from the rafters, homespun
from threads of frayed and sopping yarn,
made of a small boy’s sweater—
but you’ve no idea what you have done,
or that the boy now swings with empty lungs.
So, too, the nights dangle with men—purple, abreast—
from the rope that hangs from the rafters. Homespun
napalm pits, fuelled by black and white horses pushed from their barns,
now smoulder and waft the smell of flesh,
yet you’ve no idea what you have done.
We’re left to defecate and stew in our urine
while you slough and blow. Though you don’t know regret,
the rope now hangs from the rafters, homespun,
and you’ve no idea what the hell you’ve done.  
The Valley

We didn’t have a reason for going. We went because we wanted to go, not for any grandiose reasons that the others may profess of nowadays. We just went for the hell of it. It turned into something more than that, sure, but that wasn’t intentional. 

We left on a Tuesday in November. The trees were crackly and dry, the last leaves of fall holding on like baby-chimps to their mother’s bellies. The ground was like popcorn, every step loud and proud and delicate all the same. We wanted to see the valley. We wanted to find out what the valley was and why it was and what made it so much so. I guess, looking back on it now, that we wanted to find ourselves in the valley—but again, we didn’t set out to.

The ride down was stressful: the first night in, we were driving down a winding dirt trail when a deer jumped out in front of us. Our headlights were barely working, and Frank hadn’t had the money to get them fixed before the trip—it was either gas or vision, and we needed moving, not seeing. All the same, really, as when we hit the deer the one headlight that hadn’t stopped flickering the whole night was the one that got banged up. Same as the deer, in a way, as it hadn’t been killed by the impact: its life was more-or-less flickering, too. Frank had slammed the brakes and slowed down enough to get out the way just a little, so rather than killing the deer instantly we managed to break every bone on the left side of its body instead. We couldn’t leave it, obviously, and so we did what we had to do. Faulkner had a smoke behind the car while we did it—he said he couldn’t watch. We told him to shout out the alphabet so that he couldn’t hear the crowbar.

The next day we stopped for gas and food and were chased out by a gang of skinhead bikers. They wore leather chaps and studded jackets, and had knives for the sake of having knives. It was only two in the afternoon—I had no idea that they’d be itching that much, that early. But they did, apparently. I made eye contact with one of them. He had a beard that ran all the way down to a tarnished silver belt-buckle: it read “Pork Fat” in block letters. Needless to say, we didn’t get any food and would have to make due with a quarter tank of gas.
The dust is something I remember well. It got on and in everything. You don’t realise that the spit in your mouth has a flavour until that flavour is entirely stamped out by dirt and grit. I remember having a smoke on the side of the road and hacking so hard that I pulled a muscle in my chest. It wasn’t because of the smoke, but because a tractor had just driven by and left me blind, baptised in the desert. 
We were young, then. 22, 23, and 26. We had left on a whim, remember, with no real reason. I think we just needed out the city. It has a way of aging you—or it does me, anyway. It forces you into a corner, into a way of being, and doesn’t let you out. The buildings become less guardians and more captors, looming overhead like cement parents over a concrete crib. Faulkner had just gotten out of prison not three weeks earlier. He said he had had enough concrete for a while. 

It was my first time out of the city, if you’d believe it. I felt like I knew what the world was, then, but how could I? Concrete crib. Hell, I only moved out of Mom’s when I was 20, and we had lived in the city my entire life. I was tired of the sounds of it all. I was tired of the lights and the looks and the smells of the people and the way that every single night I’d be woken up by something-or-other or someone-or-other doing something or someone or some-other. I was tired of it. 

On the third night in we had a snake scare. By that I mean we had a snake somehow manage its way into the backseat. I didn’t realise it until I went to pass Frank an old wool blanket we bought off a corner stand for three bucks. I froze—couldn’t even speak. If it wasn’t for Frank looking back and yelling at me to stop screwing around, who knows. Frank had had a pet snake for years, so he couldn’t have been more cool-headed. He said it was a garter snake and not to worry, that it wasn’t poisonous. He opened the window and tossed it out before Faulkner had a chance to really process what was going on. I found out years later that it was a copperhead, not a garter. We were 150 miles from the nearest town. We’ve never told Faulkner. 

The valley was the valley, really. It was deep, it was long. It was red and brown with patches of wet and green and little puddles of stagnant water in between that Frank and I couldn’t help but jump in. We were just happy to have made it. “Made it” to the end of a journey and the end of a promise to ourselves to just get the hell out and do the damn thing. We had done it, and we were fucking proud of ourselves for doing it. We hadn’t eaten anything other than beef jerky and corn nuts for over 100 hours, but we didn’t care. The valley was the valley, really, but we were something more.

The drive back was calmer than the one there. Maybe it’s because we were calmer, or maybe because we knew not to buy strange blankets from strange stands, or not to pull into gas stations with rows of hogs parked beside them. Or maybe we had grown up—just a little, anyway. Maybe we had found something in ourselves that could only be found in dirt and grit. Out of the crib and into the fire, out of the concrete and into the valley. Maybe we just needed some dust in our lungs and some freedom in our sights. Maybe we just needed each other. 

The city felt looser after that, like the belt had been undone two notches or a late-night curfew had been lifted. As strange as it sounds, it was after that when I realized I could always just leave if I wanted to. I knew that no matter how stuck-in I felt, there was a backyard just there, over the concrete gates and out into the sun and muck. 

The valley was the valley, really. It was deep, it was long. It was red and brown with patches of wet and green and little puddles of stagnant water in between. And it was where we jumped in and let our socks soak in sunrise.
The Twelve Eyes of Anxiety
You are not alone in the room. The spider hangs from its silk. Brown, jagged, hairy—a coyote with eight legs and twelve eyes that see all twelve sides of you. It knows that you sleep, finally. It’s waited. It feels your anxiety and smells the sweat which beads beneath your eyes, filling wrinkles created by your pained, silenced gasps. It knows you. It knows the hunger you feel and the want that haunts you. It wants to sleep, too, but it can’t. It feels your heat and hears the howling of your heart beating hurriedly in your chest. It descends towards the damp white sheets that swallow you like quicksand. 
You see blackness with faces, gripping your eyes with theirs. They squeeze you until you can’t breath, until you can’t taste the dust in the air or the blood on your lips. They smile with wide, barbwire teeth. They stare, on stairs that you could never climb quick enough. Your legs can’t move. Your jaw is tight and aching. The faces in the dark pull you apart by the strings that hold you together. They tug at your organs with hooks, digging and fishing in your insides like a red river. Their eyelids snap up and down, a shuttering camera with bright flashes, capturing you and your shuddering. They’re laughing. They’re yelling, “you’ll never get it back! You’ll never get it back!”
Tick tacking, scurrying up and down mountains and hills of cotton towards your grasping hands. It’s calm. It knows where it’s going. It has watched and planned, clicking its mandibles inwards and outwards as if pulling you towards itself. It reaches out with its front legs, sharp like needles, groping the hair of your forearm and tasting it gingerly. It jabs at your moist skin and pulls itself upwards. It grows giddy, eyeing the pale road of your arm that leads towards your glistening, sweaty throat, towards the blue and bulging veins that cover your face. It scuttles faster, now, feverish to feel and see and taste and become. 
You’re choking. You’re pleading with bones in the dark. You reach forward but can’t reach the faces before you. They’re yelling, “you’ll never get it back! You’ll never get it back!” You’ll never get it back. You’ll never make it back. You’ll never know what it’s like to once again have the air that you once had, the things you knew. You’re choking. You’re pleading with bones in the dark. Their cheeks and sunken eyes jagged and hairy—a coyote on the steps. Their lips, moist and dripping with thick saliva. A crooked finger, yellowed and cracked, molests the air in front of you. It pinches and prods at the bulging veins beneath your eyes. Your jaw is tight and aching. You’re pleading with bones in the dark. The finger slides its rough nails across your cheek and between your lips, and slowly slips between them. Your teeth are gone and you don’t know where they are. You’ll never get it back. 
The dampness, the heat, the darkness. It feels greeted, embraced, and welcomed. It’s where it wants to be. The spider dances like a string puppet across your upper lip, throwing its abdomen to and fro with rabid joy. One leg at a time, it curls itself over and around your upper lip. It pulls itself inwards, gripping the roof of your mouth. One, two, five, eight legs in, slowly sliding itself inside of you.
The finger tastes of lead. The faces’ laughs are palpable, acrid, like children screaming in terror. They’re yelling, “you’ll never get it back! You’ll never get it back!” You gag as it jabs your tonsils. Your esophagus tightens and squeezes around it. It tickles like dead silence as it works its way back, sliding down your throat. 
You are alone in the room, now. The silk hangs from the ceiling above you, perfectly still in the darkness. 

