THE WORTH OF
YOUR WRITING

(Tran Nghi Au Co)

Today I found an old poem I wrote when I was sixteen. At the time, |
thought it was the most profound piece of writing I had ever written up to that
point.

I used words like antecedent and pusillanimous. 1 painted complex imagery
and created unexpected metaphors. I demonstrated “creative” indenting and line
breaks. My English teacher at the time confirmed my opinion when she
nominated it to be published in an anthology. (It won, for some unfathomable
reason.)

But now, rereading it eight years later, I’ve come to the realization that the
sixteen-year-old poet in me was full of crap. I was just a kid writing nickel-and-
dime quality writing using ten-dollar words. I was spinning complicated stories
without any idea of what I was trying to say. It was all incredibly superficial.
Like a girl with fake boobs or too much make-up.

I’'m not claiming to be a super expert writer (though I do think me as a[n
aspiring] writer is a lot better than me as most things), but I feel good writing
doesn’t always necessarily mean big words and long sentences. Good writing is
getting your point across in the clearest way possible. This differs, of course,
from academic writing and creative writing. But in both genres, the purpose
remains the same: how do you bring your story to your target audience in a way
that they’ll understand? If it’s an academic piece, you need the facts, and the
evidence to back it up. Boom. Boom. If it’s a creative piece, you’re going to
need to pay attention to word choice, what paints the story better, what
emotions you’re trying to evoke. Sometimes it needs subtlety. (I'm a big fan of
the understated.) Sometimes it’ll need a blunt explanation.

No matter what it is you’re trying to write, you have to use whatever
techniques necessary in order to get your point across. But of course, maybe it’s
just a personal thing, a style preference. Salinger’s short clipped prose appeals
to me a lot more than Faulkner page-long sentences. Hemingway, a writer I’'m
also quite fond of, said something to the effect of (and I’m paraphrasing here),
“Try to say what you have to say in the least amount of words.” And he proved
his point by writing the shortest short story ever: For sale: baby shoes, never
worn.

Six words. All six, by the way, are completely understand- able by kids
under thirteen. (I tested it on my students.) But behind those six words, you get
a whole story. You’re probably even making up your own.

My point is that it is possible to achieve profundity with simple words. And
just because someone’s writing isn’t riddled with expensive vocabulary doesn’t
mean the quality is cheap. Use expensive words because the story calls for it,
not because you think it’d make your writing sound smarter.

And like with all other art forms, do whatever feels natural.



I hate John Wayne because it always feels like he’s acting too much, the
way he flourishes his hands or sneers when he’s trying to look badass. I hate
pianists who “move with the music,” you know, swaying, exaggerating
movements.

With writing, it’s a matter of how much of the writer verses how much of
the story you see in the piece.

It’s something that’s always bothered me. Maybe I'm talking out of my
butt. So, you know, just ignore me or whatever.

(May 20/2012, San Jose, Cali.)
(]

SU PANG GIA CUA
VAN CHUONG

(TTBG chuyén Viét ngir)

Hoém nay toi tim lai dwoc mot bai tho lam ra nam 16 tuéi ma khi ds, t6i
nghi la tac phcfm sdu sdc nhat t6i tiemg viét! Trong bai, ¢é nhitng chit “dao to
bia 16n” nhw “antecedent” (diéu di trudc), “pusillanimous (nhdt gan, nhu
nhuwoc)” deu la nhimg ti ngik mang tinh cach phd truong; hodc nhiing hinh
danh rdc réi va nhiing so sanh ky quac. Toi lai con sap xép nhzmg cdu “ngo
nghinh” theo cach xuong dong “xich ra xich vdo, méo mé xeo xo”. Ba gido
Van khi do ciing dong tinh véi ¥ nghi t6i béi vi ba di dwa bai tho ra dé gidi
thiéu déing vao trong mét thi tuyén! (T6i hoan toan khéng hiéu tai sao né lai
dwoc chdp thudn!?)

Bay gio, 8 niam sau doc lai, méi nhdn ra con bé-thi-si-16-tuéi khi dy chang
ra gi hét! Mot dira tré c6 kha ndng thi ca chi ding 10 xu ma lai thich ding
nhitng chir dang gid t6i 10 dong! Thém nita, cir hay dwa ra nhitng cdu chuyén
phite tap ma khong biét minh dang muon néi gi nita. Tdt cd déu la néng can. Y
hét mét c6 gdi mang vii gia hodc trang diém nhi phwong tuong.

Toi khong tw phong minh la mot “‘nha van vi dai” (du tuwong twong minh
trong vai tro nha vén thi dé dang cho téi hon bat cir vai tro ndao khdc), nhung
16i nghi, néu co tai thi ban khéng nhdt thiét phai ding nhimmg tiv “vi dai” hay
nhitng cdu lé thé Iét bét, ma chi la lam sao cho doc gia bdt dwoc mcfu chot tw
tuong minh bang 16i viét gon gang don gian. Di nhién giita loai viét mang tinh
cach ly thuyet véi loai van chirong sdng tac han phdi cé6 mot swe khdc biét; dit
vdy ca hai van c6 mgt muc dich chung la “tim cach nao dé hiéu nhdt dé truyén
dat den déc gia cdi diéu ban muon trinh bay”. Néu dé la mét bai nghién ciru thi
phdi can dit kién chimg minh. Con néu la mét ban vin chiong, phaz can luu y
chon chit cho kp, liéu xem diéu gi khién cdu chuyén hay hon, cam xiic ndo muon
tao ra trong tam hon nguoi doc. P6i khi phai can dén tinh huyén do té nhi dé
déc gia tw tim ldy y chinh; (t6i la nguoi rat thich 16i van “ndi it hiéu nhiéu”
kiéu d6) nhung ciing c6 lic phai ding dén 16i gidi thich thang thing.



Tom lai, cho du voi bat cir dé tai nao muon viét, diéu dang luu y nhdt van
la phai xit dung cho diing cdi ky thut can thiét dé phé bay chii diém ciia minh.
Han nhién ddy chi la y kién cd nhan. Nhitng dong gon ghé ciia Salinger thu huit
16i nhiéu hon cdc cau van cia Faulkner luém thudém kéo dai ca trang gidy.
Hemingway, nha van ciing dwoc téi wa thich, co noi mot cau dai khai: “Hay
rang viét diéu ban muén trong sé chit cang it cang tot.” Va ong ching minh
bang mot chuyén ké ciia éng chi von ven trong 6 chiv: “For sale: baby shoes,
never worn” (Can ban: giay em bé, chia bao gio: ding.”)

Séu chir! Hon nita, tat cd sau chiv dé déu hoan toan dé hiéu doi voi mot
dira tré dudi 13 tuoi. (Téi biét vy boi vi téi da thir nghiém véi cdc hoc tro cia
minh). Nhung dang sau 6 chir kia, déc gia co thé nhdn biét ra nguyén ca mét
cot chuyén dai. Ciing co thé ban bia ra dwoc mét cdu chuyén cia riéng ban
bdng 6 chit dy.)

Piéu t6i muon dé cap la “sw thic hién nhiing y tuong sdu sdc bang chir
nghia don gian”. Mét ban van dwoc viét bang cdc tir ngit moc mac khong c6
nghia la mét ban van “ré tién”! Cdc chiv “ddt tién” chi nén cdn thiét cho cdc
doan hodc cdu vin ndao phdi ding dén diéu dé; ngodi ra dimg ding véi tinh
cach pho truong dé ching t6 minh la tay khén khéo trong tro choi chir nghia.

Trong tdt ca moi b mén nghé thudt, hiy cik nén lam diéu gi tw nhién nhdt.

Toi ghét tai tw John Wayne vi ong ta luon to ra la “minh dang dong phim”,
ghét cdi cdch 6ng quo tay quo chdn, hodc cdi cach lam nhie minh “ngau” lim!
T6i ciing ghét nhitng nguwoi nhac si dan dwong cam cir thich lic t6i ldc lui qud
nhiéu trén hang phim.

Véi van chiong, giita hai diéu dé cho ddc gia nhin thdy la “cot chuyén” va
“cdi t6i ciia nha van”, diéu nao dang lam cho néi bit hon?

Trén ddy chi la y nghi riéng luén luén lam téi ban tri, hodc cé thé téi dang
néi tam phao. Vay, xin ban cir b6 ngodi tai nhitng 10i téi da viét.
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