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The True Power of Imagination

Texas Librarians Association Speech

Houston, October 1998
by T. A. Barron

An honor to be here today—and in a school named for that modern hero, Barbara
Jordan.

(Mention the wonderful reception at yesterday’s schools, libraries, and bookstores!)

Then: Today Show this morning. So much that I was truly relieved those tubas,
cheerleaders outside were for something else!

3 Letters best describe my path as a writer:
e 42rejections
e Sign my sneaker
e "The right word”

The power of imagination—immense, irresistible force: Really, the power of Creation.
And this is a power we all share—If kids can imagine a new world, they can begin to
create a new world.

I have 5 terrific kids at home, ages 2 Y2 up to 11. Most frequent question: Is it true?
Profound. And that is the standard for literature that engages imagination: To make it
true.

Here are some examples of doorways into the imagination (both where they begin and
where they lead): Character; Place; Voice; and Idea.

(In all of them, my goal as a writer is to make it true.)

Character: To write HL, and the two other novels featuring strong heroine, I needed
to know 12-year-old Kate; young girl’s voice deep inside me. I interviewed wife; wrote
bio. Finally, in mysterious way, it bubbled up.—Like something that happened when I
researched TME. (Tell TME’s elements; key scene: eye to eye with whale; I kayaked in
darkness—breathing was key and not at all what I had expected to find.)

So it is with characters—rising up from under the waves.
Place: [My nature books, background as nature writer—TWIW culmination.] Place

can be character. Must bring all 5 senses alive; win readers’ trust in this world. My
connection with ponderosa pine tree; (tell TAO plot). READ “Deep Roots.”
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Voice: Current project: Filling in the hole in the wondrous tapestry of myth. A word
about Merlin’s depth: (1) Universality; (2) connection with nature (tree/storm
example); 3 dark/light.

(If you are interested, more on this in Booklinks article, January 1998. AND my new
website — special page for teachers & librarians; writing process.)

Toughest part: Merlin’s voice. (Tell owl hooting tale, READ LYM prologue.) With
these elements—character, place, voice: You can create a new world (as I have with
mythic Fincayra, origins in Celtic poem.

But, to make it last, to deeply touch people, in other words: to make it true, you need
one thing more, and that is...

Idea:

(1) Metaphor of Merlin—a boy washes ashore; one day to rise to legendary heights;
every one of us—regardless of description, shares in this.

(2) In my own life, a tale of how imagination truly saved me—when I had washed
ashore. Tell WIG story. (Will be my first picture book; Chris Soentpiet;
Penguin-Putnam 1999, along with Book IV, The Mirror of Merlin.

May you all continue to imagine; and continue to inspire others to do the same; and so—
may you continue to find yourself surrounded by the breathing of whales.
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