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Lynda Barry: Writing the Unthinkable

Lynda Barry, an acclaimed cartoonist, writer, and educator, has made a significant impact on the
literary and artistic landscape through her unique approach to storytelling and creativity. Her work often
explores the complexities of memory, identity, and the human experience, challenging conventional
boundaries in both visual art and literature. In "Writing the Unthinkable," Barry delves into the depths of
the subconscious, encouraging writers and creators to confront the difficult, often uncomfortable topics
that shape our lives. This article will explore Barry's philosophy on creativity, her contributions to the

field of writing, and her influence on contemporary literature and art.

Understanding Lynda Barry's Approach to Writing

Lynda Barry's writing is characterized by a blend of humor, poignancy, and an unflinching examination
of personal and social issues. Her work often reflects her own experiences growing up in a

multicultural environment, drawing on themes of childhood, trauma, and resilience.

The Importance of Play in Creativity

One of Barry's fundamental beliefs is the importance of play in the creative process. She argues that
play is not merely a frivolous activity but a vital component of artistic expression. Barry's workshops

often emphasize the following key ideas:

- Embrace spontaneity: Allowing oneself to create without judgment fosters a sense of freedom and
exploration.

- Engage with the absurd: Humor and absurdity can be powerful tools in addressing difficult subjects,



helping to dismantle barriers to expression.
- Return to childlike wonder: Reconnecting with the curiosity and imagination of childhood can unlock

new pathways for creativity.

Barry's emphasis on play encourages writers to approach their work with a sense of openness and

curiosity, enabling them to confront the "unthinkable" aspects of their lives.

Writing as a Form of Healing

For Barry, writing serves as a therapeutic outlet, allowing individuals to process their experiences and
emotions. She often speaks about the cathartic power of storytelling, highlighting how confronting
painful memories can lead to healing and understanding. This perspective is particularly evident in her
graphic novels, such as "What It Is" and "The Freddie Stories," where she navigates her own struggles

with mental health, family dynamics, and the complexities of adulthood.

Barry encourages writers to:

1. Acknowledge pain: Recognizing and confronting personal trauma is a crucial step in the healing
process.

2. Document experiences: Writing can serve as a means of preserving memories and making sense of
one's journey.

3. Share stories: Connecting with others through shared experiences fosters empathy and

understanding.

By promoting writing as a vehicle for healing, Barry opens the door for others to explore their own

unthinkable experiences through the written word.



Barry's Impact on Contemporary Literature and Art

Lynda Barry's influence extends beyond her own works; she has played a pivotal role in shaping
contemporary literature and art. Her unique blend of visual storytelling and narrative prose has inspired

a generation of writers and artists to explore new forms of expression.

The Rise of Graphic Novels

Barry is often credited with helping to elevate the graphic novel as a legitimate form of literary
expression. Her innovative approach to combining text and images has paved the way for other
authors and artists to experiment with this medium. In particular, her use of raw, hand-drawn
illustrations adds a deeply personal touch to her narratives, inviting readers into her world in an

intimate way.
Notable graphic novels that have followed in Barry's footsteps include:

- "Persepolis" by Marjane Satrapi: A poignant memoir that explores Satrapi's experiences growing up
in Iran during and after the Islamic Revolution.

- "Fun Home" by Alison Bechdel: A coming-of-age narrative that navigates themes of identity,
sexuality, and family relationships.

- "Maus" by Art Spiegelman: A powerful depiction of the Holocaust through the lens of

anthropomorphized animals.

Barry's work demonstrates that graphic novels can tackle complex themes, making them accessible to

a broader audience.



Teaching and Mentorship

As a professor at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, Lynda Barry has dedicated her career to
nurturing the next generation of writers and artists. Her teaching philosophy is rooted in the belief that

everyone has the capacity for creativity, regardless of their background or experience.
Barry's workshops often include:

- Writing exercises: Engaging prompts that encourage participants to tap into their subconscious and
explore uncharted territories of their imagination.

- Collaborative projects: Fostering a sense of community and collaboration among participants,
emphasizing the importance of sharing and critiquing work.

- Encouragement of vulnerability: Creating a safe space for individuals to express their fears, doubts,

and unthinkable experiences without judgment.

Through her teaching, Barry empowers students to embrace their unique voices, ultimately contributing

to a more diverse and inclusive literary landscape.

The Unthinkable in Barry's Work

Lynda Barry's exploration of the unthinkable is a recurring theme throughout her oeuvre. She

masterfully confronts taboo subjects, inviting readers to reflect on their own experiences and emotions.

Childhood Trauma and Resilience

In works such as "What It Is," Barry delves into her own childhood experiences, addressing themes of
trauma, neglect, and the resilience of the human spirit. By sharing her struggles, she creates a sense

of connection with readers who may have faced similar challenges.



Some strategies Barry employs to tackle childhood trauma include:

- Utilizing humor: Finding levity in difficult situations allows readers to engage with heavy themes
without becoming overwhelmed.

- Employing surrealism: Blending reality with fantastical elements can provide a buffer for discussing
painful memories.

- Highlighting resilience: Focusing on the strength and adaptability of the human spirit fosters hope and

healing.

Through her candid exploration of childhood trauma, Barry encourages readers to confront their own

experiences and recognize the power of resilience.

Identity and Belonging

Barry's work also addresses the complexities of identity and belonging, particularly in the context of her
multicultural upbringing. She often grapples with feelings of alienation and the search for self-

acceptance, themes that resonate with many readers.

In exploring identity, Barry emphasizes:

1. The importance of storytelling: Sharing personal narratives can foster understanding and connection
across cultures.

2. The fluidity of identity: Recognizing that identity is not fixed but rather a dynamic interplay of
experiences and influences.

3. Community and belonging: Building supportive networks can aid individuals in navigating their own

journeys of self-discovery.

By tackling issues of identity head-on, Barry invites readers to reflect on their own cultural

backgrounds and the impact these experiences have on their lives.



Conclusion

Lynda Barry's "Writing the Unthinkable" serves as a powerful reminder of the importance of confronting
difficult subjects through creativity and storytelling. By championing the role of play, healing, and
vulnerability in the creative process, Barry empowers writers and artists to explore their own
unthinkable experiences. Her contributions to contemporary literature and art continue to inspire a new
generation of creators, reminding us that our stories—no matter how challenging—are worthy of being
told. As we navigate our own journeys, Barry's work encourages us to embrace the unthinkable,

transforming our pain into art and connection.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Lynda Barry: Writing the Unthinkable'?

The main theme revolves around the exploration of creativity and the power of storytelling, particularly

how personal experiences and emotions can drive the writing process.

How does Lynda Barry approach the concept of creativity in her work?

Lynda Barry emphasizes that creativity is accessible to everyone and can be nurtured through play,

experimentation, and embracing the unfiltered aspects of our thoughts and feelings.

What techniques does Lynda Barry suggest for overcoming writer's

block?

Barry suggests techniques such as doodling, free writing, and using prompts to tap into subconscious

thoughts and emotions, making it easier to generate new ideas.



In what ways does 'Writing the Unthinkable' challenge traditional
writing conventions?

The work challenges traditional conventions by encouraging writers to break free from structured forms

and embrace spontaneity, allowing for a more authentic expression of their thoughts.

What role does personal history play in Lynda Barry's writing process?

Personal history is integral to Barry's writing process as she believes that drawing from one's own

experiences can lead to more genuine and relatable storytelling.

How does Lynda Barry incorporate visual elements into her writing?

Barry often combines text with illustrations, using visuals to enhance the narrative and engage readers

on multiple levels, highlighting the interconnectedness of words and images.

What is the significance of the title '"Writing the Unthinkable'?

The title signifies the importance of confronting and expressing difficult or taboo subjects in writing,
encouraging writers to explore themes that may feel uncomfortable or unthinkable.

How does Barry's background in comics influence her writing style?
Barry's background in comics influences her writing style by incorporating humor, brevity, and visual

storytelling techniques, making her prose accessible and engaging.

What advice does Lynda Barry give to aspiring writers?

Barry advises aspiring writers to embrace their unique voices, practice regularly, and not to fear

making mistakes, as these are essential parts of the creative process.
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