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It’s an honor and a pleasure to be here tonight, to celebrate the six emerging writers each receiving a Rona Jaffe award.  It was also a pleasure to write this little speech, though of course it went through several iterations before I was satisfied with it, and several more before my writing group gave its blessing.  “What a scold, you are,” they said to the first draft I showed them.   “Who do you think you are, some headmistress?”  At last they were more or less content.  And that  experience recapitulates what we all go through, to our ultimate benefit – showing a manuscript to a trusted friend or two, stiffening at their criticism, concluding that they’ve lost their minds, and at last accepting most of their recommendations, if churlishly.  So, these comments have been improved by three disinterested good friends who are also good writers.  Any infelicities are mine.


The Rona Jaffe award hopes to make your life more flexible, or easier, or both.  Perhaps you will travel.  Perhaps you will do research.  Perhaps you will get help caring for children or parents.  Perhaps you will be able to reduce outside work in order to write more -- or maybe to write less: to take the time to be brief.  Maybe you will finally get to sit in a private space and do nothing at all.  Quiet contemplation – that’s writing too.

 
At an early stage in my own career the thing I needed most was a room of my own. So I manufactured one.  When my children were very young I hired a morning babysitter and worked in the only private space I could afford – the basement of our house.  I set up my typewriter on a bridge table next to the furnace.  In the winter it was very hot there.  I took off my sweater, then my shirt, then my jeans.  Underwear is the proper costume of an artiste, I told myself.  Even today, when a room becomes overheated, I am tempted to disrobe and start typing.  If any of you are in that roomless position, I hope this award helps you to keep your clothes on.


I spent decades writing stories and short non-fiction pieces aimed at magazines’ back pages.  I published some, then many; but the closest to a bound volume I had was a pile of reprints tied up with a shoelace.  I did yearn to publish a book in time to be buried with it.  Meanwhile, bookless, I doggedly continued.  Why?  Well, when the late Susan Sontag was asked why she wrote, she answered: to become part of the project -- the project of literature.  A good Sontagian answer – applicable to me, too – but insufficient.  Why did I write? – to become part of the project, yes.  But also, and  most of all – because I loved doing it.  Loved it.  I wrote at my desk when I announced that’s what I was doing, and I wrote pulling weeds or pushing grocery carts.  In this habit I resembled James Thurber.  Thurber often stood silently at a party with his hands in his pockets, absently smiling. His wife would bear down on him.  “Dammit Thurber,” she’d say.  “Stop writing.”  


Writing is our profession, our vocation, our passion -- our vice, according to Mario Vargas Llosa.  Perhaps the next Nobel laureate will call it our addiction, and the one after that our perversion.  Writing is certainly our path to satisfaction -- and to its inevitable partner, dissatisfaction.  This prize, as well as making things financially easier for you, may help in a more subtle way – you may be able to tolerate disappointment more comfortably.  You can continue your journey, remembering that a panel of serious judges has recognized your talent

 -- even if this very morning some unenlightened editor has just turned something down.  Rejection – it happens at every stage.  Even when I became widely published; even when I won prizes (none as substantial as this one); even when I developed a little Name … some as-yet unenlightened editors continued to turn me down.  Still do.  Undaunted – and you too have every reason not to be daunted -- I kept on submitting each story until it got taken somewhere.  I’ve published in magazines I don’t remember the names of.  I’ve had stories taken enthusiastically by journals that went belly up the following week.  I once won second prize in a story contest that awarded no first prize.  And let me say here that I bless these little magazines, the ones that published me and the ones that turned me down.  Little literary magazines keep us going -- fledgling writers and established ones alike.   Every time we publish, our work is further validated.  Whenever a story of mine is accepted my first thought is – Ah.  Now I am entitled to write another one.  


This prize is a special kind of validation – both public and publicized.  Alas, it won’t work magic.  You’ll get a check with no strings attached, and you’ll have fun, I hope, during the attendant fuss.  But the process of writing, the thing that got you here, remains the same – thinking, reading, writing, throwing the stuff away; writing again, and rewriting, and rewriting.  I’m afraid it never gets easier.

 
  You six have already become examples of the very good.  The next step is to become models of the best.    Perhaps you will strive to perfect writing as it has evolved so far -– the novel well made, the poem well considered, the essay well reasoned.  Perhaps you will turn your talents to the new – the 15 line sonnet, say; or essays that avoid the pronoun “I”.  You may elevate the traditional; you may make the new sparkle.  Whatever you do, enjoy being part of the project, and don’t stop no matter how hard it gets.


  Dammit, Thurber, keep writing. 


 Congratulations and good luck. 
Edith Pearlman
