
 
How Writers Write Fiction 2014 
CLASS SEVEN   •   Video Transcript 
 

Copyright Ó 2017 The University of Iowa,  
all rights reserved except as licensed in the  
manner explained on distancelearningiwp.org. 

 

 

-Poets know the value of constraints, and there's a wonderful story that the poet Charles Wright tells 
about his long poem "Skins." He said that he went to a lecture by the composer John Cage, and 
John Cage said, "I gave myself instructions and then I carried them out." And Charles Wright 
thought that was a wonderful way to think about writing poems, so he gave himself a series of 
instructions. One was: write a poem during the MLA conference...write a poem in which there were 
no verbs...write a poem of x-number of lines. And what poets have long understood is that those 
very constraints can prove liberating to the imagination. In the videos we have this week, the craft 
talks by the Russian writer Alan Cherchesov and the American writer Kevin Brockmeier, we will be 
thinking about the ways in which fiction writers can employ constraints as well in trying to trigger 
their imagination. Alan Cherchesov is the author of four novels, most recently "Don Ivan," and he is 
the president of the Institute of Civilization in North Ossetia. 

-Kevin Brockmeier is the author of two short story collections and four novels, including most 
recently, "A Few Seconds of Radiant Filmstrip: A Memoir of the Seventh Grade." He's a graduate of 
the Iowa Writers' Workshop and frequently teaches here. 

-My name is Alan Cherchesov, I'm from Russia, more precisely from the Republic of North Ossetia-
Alania, which is in the Northern Caucasus. And I'm supposed to share with you some of my ideas 
according to my writing experience, which is already about 28 years. 

So first of all, to learn how to write I think you have to learn how to not write...how to keep silent, 
to learn how to observe and think. I mean that your main task as a writer is to find something which 
is not told yet, and if it is not told yet, you can do it in your own way...sometimes in your own 
perfect way. For a beginning, let's start with the genre of the novel. Sometimes the reason I...I need a 
phrase...a phrase to start, and it must be some special, tasty phrase...the one that wants to be 
savored. Sometimes you should hear an undercover rhythm rising suddenly in your subconscious. 
Sometimes you need a plot whose ghosts are on your heels already, or some importunate character, 
some haunting phantom. The more you recognize him, the more you want to look into his eyes, to 
understand who he is, to understand who you are. The plot is something very, very important, of 
course, but I must tell you that the best plot according to my experience is the one where any turn is 
always unexpected, sudden...even almost improbable. But when the book is over, the reader 
understands that all things would be untrue if they had taken place in any other way except those 
chosen by the book. Thus the plot becomes a sort of inevitable accident, or accidental inevitability, if 
you prefer a stronger oxymoron. 

 If we're speaking back about the beginning, let me clarify two terms: for instance, the difference 
between the truth and the so-called truthfulness. The truth in arts is something very, very special and 
it doesn't have to be a lot of things in common with the reality. For instance, here is one of the most 
famous beginnings ever written: "One morning, upon awakening from agitated dreams Gregor 
Samsa found himself in bed transformed into a monstrous vermin." It raises some kind of truth, a 
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very special one, because otherwise, if we just follow all the reality, we have to put down, "One 
morning Gregor Samsa got up feeling, himself, very badly." So now you see the difference. 

Actually, the best truth in art is some successful fiction...when in real life, to say the truth is to not 
lie...in art, to say the truth means to lie. We use some magic way, where this truth of ours can 
influence much more than the truth of certificates. The secret here is aesthetics, and aesthetics, 
this...magic substance, has whatever rights it wants, including the right to lie, to humiliate, to wound, 
to bite, to freeze up laughing. So then the aesthetic is nothing but freedom, magic and unbelievable, 
freedom of the creator. In the end aesthetics is not just freedom, but moreover it's the very essence 
of freedom, the freedom considered in its deepest insight. The only substance we should constantly 
have...the only tool we should have to realize your ideas in writing is language. But you have to 
invent it based on what the new text, the new idea, the new novel demands. All the rest of you, 
besides language, I mean, your mind is so hard to pluck, it does not exist for the reader...it is nothing 
until the language revives all this stuff. And actually only through the language you can give birth to 
any world which you are pregnant with. So this is how matters stand. Language is the only midwife 
you have to deliver your substance to the reader. 

To create a new world means creating a language, creating a language means breaking the rules and 
somehow, even, losing a sense of reality, what is permitted or not. So first of all you have to know 
the rules of how to write, and after that you can choose all the rules you can break to write it in your 
own style. I would say that writing gives you this feeling of freedom which is much more important 
than anything else, and at the same time you're successful only when you have your own reader. 
Actually the reader is the one to whom we peel our lies. As a rule, he or she is kind of schizophrenic 
because it could be a friend or enemy, clear head or full, slothier or idler, fair / unfair, savior or 
blighter, honest or disgraceful, good-looking or ugly, intellectual or bore. The first one reads 
certainly us, the second is reading himself. At any rate, the recipe of what us writers do for a reader 
is just as simple. Our task is to make him a bit more interesting to himself. If we fail, we are losing 
the reader. The more the book provokes the special reader's interest to himself, the better it is. Thus, 
the best books are those that are able to keep his interest for years. 

Of course the reader is very important for any writer, however it is better not to find your reader 
than to lose yourself while searching for your grateful reader. Main principle of writing...the main 
principle for me is while lying for truth, to not hide any lines even in the smallest letter. You’re 
better to lose your tongue than say something poorer than you already managed. Of course there are 
a lot of writers who we admire, colleagues, would be like that, to the ingenious and almost 
enthusiastic, to the talented and quite favorable, to the dull or rather contemptuous, but it is worth 
to compete only with the first to get a chance not to lose against the second and to turn your back 
upon the third. 

Polishing is the most difficult skill of the craft. Sometimes one inaccurate word pours light over 100 
pages, so you cannot move further until you find and murder this traitor. In editing, the count goes 
not on tense, but on the hundreds and thousands of check-ups and tests, exactly as many as the text 
needs to get rid of the last strum of its overweight. For that reason, even the most heavy of the first 
five hundred pages are distinguished by their excellent shape. So there are a lot of topics and 
subjects as well, according to the estimates made by Jorge Luis Borges, there are no less than four, 
all the rest are just their branches and twigs. On these footpaths it is easy to get lost. The main thing 
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is to choose your own path, which is unbeaten, where no one has pressed the grass yet, or 
somebody tried and got stuck in the thickets. To start a new novel you must feel yourself a pioneer 
who has know idea what is waiting for him far ahead. The only thing you can do is just to hope for 
any sort of happy ending, and that you'll be able to reach the end, almost survive. 

So the material could be just anything...the good thing about our profession is that the building 
materials for writing might be any old thing, the bad news is that fairly often it is not enough. Your 
writing schedule could be different in any stage...sometimes it's round-the-clock, now and then it's 
only half an hour per day, it depends on when you feel sick of the lines you have written. The 
details...the details is kind of the central engine of the whole writing machinery, unless they are not 
allowed to draw off the reader's attention, if they are the core to some trifles. Therefore the best 
friend of details is (*unintelligible*). Well...I would say that the main aim of writing is to step out of 
real life, to become a bit more than you are, and to become the real you. And to become the real you 
is to become almost everyone. To become almost everyone means, somehow, undying. If we accept 
it, we must admit that writing is our exclusive and powerful means to become, for a moment, 
immortal. From time to time we writers die too. Sounds weird, doesn't it? 

Now I would like to offer you some exercises just to find the right balance of this freedom of 
composing, of writing, and the rules which you have to follow. One exercise is some very short story 
about yourselves, because this is the subject you know very well, much better than anything else...so 
it must be a very short story about yourselves, of ten sentences, maybe, in any kind of genre. So the 
only thing you have to follow is to put into each one of the sentences at least one numeral...so this 
will be a kind of limitation for you. You will see that it is quite interesting and more or less easy, and 
it gives you already some kind of impression of how rules are important in writing. The second 
exercise is a bit more difficult: please compose seven sentences about, 1) whom you love, or what 
you love, 2) whom you hate, or what you hate, and 3) what you don't care about. One condition: it is 
allowed to use only verbs and nouns, no adverbs, no adjectives. You will see that it'll take you maybe 
half an hour to do it, but it is already more difficult than the first exercise. And the third exercise 
which I would like to offer you is already much more difficult than the two previous because they 
need from you some kind of skills, maybe life skills, which sometimes is not enough. Please find the 
equivalents for 10 words expressing some abstract terms and you must find these equivalents while 
answering the questions: How does it look like? What is it by touch? How does it sound? How does 
it smell? And how does it taste? And the terms: beginning, end, love, hatred, passion, anything, 
nothing. Please try to do these terms and exercises and you will see that to express some abstract 
meanings are...it is much more difficult than to use just adverbs or adjectives. 

-I'm Kevin Brockmeier, I'm spending the semester teaching in Iowa City at the Iowa Writers' 
Workshop, and today I am here in Shambaugh House. And I'd like to talk with you about the value 
of constraints...which I think will lead pretty directly into a practical exercise if you're inclined to 
follow one. 

So it's been my observation as a reader and as a writer that every writer adopts certain 
constraints...proposes and agrees either to abide by or very deliberately violate certain rules when 
beginning a story. I'm talking about things like verb tense and diction and point of view, very 
practical matters. And you might not think of those aspects of your writing as constraints, but they 
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are. Once they're adopted they impose a certain set of expectations and limitations on everything 
that follows. 

I read an interview once with the writer Gabriel Garcia Marquez, easily one of the finest novelists of 
the 20th century, and he was talking about his masterpiece, One Hundred Years of Solitude, the 
great work of Latin American magical realism. And he said in this interview that it took him roughly 
nine months to compose the first page of that book...a gestation period, basically...after which the 
rest of the novel just poured out of him. The reason for that is that he had made certain decisions or 
discoveries about how the novel would need to function in order to tell the type of story he wanted 
to tell. He learned things about the tone of the book and about the music of the sentences, the 
particular mix of magic and realism that he would adopt, as well as practicalities such as the distance 
or intimacy of the narrative voice, and the storytelling tense and the length of the paragraphs. Nearly 
every writer, even if you don't spend nine months working on the first page of a story, will discover, 
once you have put that first page into place, that it has dictated many, many things to you about how 
the rest of the story will need to work. That's always the case, regardless of what kind of writing 
you're trying to do. 

Now the question I have is what happens when you start with a more rigid set of constraints than 
those, not only the constraints that any narrative is bound to produce on its own, but constraints 
that are more heavily patterned, or even mathematical. There are a lot of writers who have found 
that imposing constraints like that on their work from the very beginning is an aid to creativity. 

There was a particular French movement that was founded, I think, in the 1960s called Oulipo, it 
stands...I don't speak French, so I apologize to anybody who does because I'm going to pronounce 
this poorly...but it's something like "Ouvroir de litterature potentielle," which means "the workshop 
for potential literature." And this group of writers would adopt very rigorous sets of verbal or 
mathematical constraints in order to produce the type of work they wanted to produce, and see what 
tendencies it would activate in their imagination. Italo Calvino, who is a wonderful, wonderful 
writer, whom I encourage you to read if you haven't, was loosely associated with this movement for 
a while. The American writer Harry Matthews was the one American in the group, but probably the 
best known member of this gang was a French writer named Georges Perec. One of his novels was 
called, in French, "La Disparition," and it was written entirely without the use of the letter "e." It's 
roughly a 300 page novel and it was also translated into English, also entirely without the use of the 
letter "e," which is a remarkable feat of translation. The translation title is "A Void." This is a 
mystery novel, a thriller, and as the pages pass, every so often one of the characters will utter a 
sentence that you can tell is about to contain the letter "e," and that can't happen within the context 
of this book, so that character will immediately be killed in order to abide by that constraint. 

Another writer who has adopted similar mathematical or verbal constraints is a writer named Walter 
Abish, who himself wrote a book called "Alphabetical Africa." This book, the constraint was that 
the first chapter contained only words that start with the letter "a." The second chapter contained 
words that began with the letter "a" or "b." The third chapter, the letters "a," "b" or "c," and so on 
until he reached the 26th chapter which could begin with words that commenced with any letter of 
the alphabet, at which point he began counting back down and he removed "z," and removed "y," 
and removed "x," until the final chapter which would only begin with words commencing with the 
letter "a." 
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It's been my observation that adopting constraints like that, no matter how rigorous they might 
seem, no matter how foreign to your own creative mind they might seem, can be a way of surprising 
the imagination into doing unexpected things because certain customary decisions become 
forbidden to you, therefore your mind goes exploring down new byways with darkened rooms and 
bit by bit that turns the narrative into something that it would never otherwise have become. One of 
the things it forces you to do is focus on a story at the level of the sentence, and allow the sentence 
to become a spur to creativity. And it seems to me that broach their material sentence by sentence 
are ultimately the most satisfying pieces of linguistic or verbal work, and can become the most 
satisfying pieces of narrative or creative work. 

The opening sentence of the story can produce not only certain...mysterious dictates to you, but also 
very practical dictates. There's a poet by the name of Paul Valery...again I hope I'm not terribly 
mispronouncing his name...and he said once that the opening line of a poem, this holds true of 
stories as well, is like finding fruit on the ground, a piece of fallen fruit that you've never seen before. 
The poet's task is to create the tree from which such a fruit would fall. The American writer William 
Gass spoke about practicalities of sentence writing, and he said, whether unconsciously or by intent, 
as Poe was reported to do, the writer chooses subjects, adopts a tone, considers an order for the 
release of meaning, arrives at the rhythm, selects a series of appropriate sounds, determines the 
diction and measures the pace, turns the reference of certain words into symbols, establishes 
connections with companionable paragraphs, sizes up each sentence's intended significance, and if 
granted good fortune, because each decision might have been otherwise, achieves not just this or 
that bit of luminosity or suggestiveness, but her own unique lines of language, lines that produce the 
desired restitution of the self. So Paul Valery speaks about the mysteries of creativity that focusing 
on the individual sentences can unlock, and Gass speaks about the practicalities of creativity that 
focusing on the individual sentence can unlock. 

What I've noticed with my own writing...that sometimes adopting constraints will allow me to lend 
that deep focus to the individual sentence that's so necessary for producing a tensile and suggestive 
and deep piece of fiction. So by way of illustration, what I'd like to do is read to you a couple 
paragraphs of something that I wrote. These are from a novel called "The Illumination," which is a 
book about what happens to the world when people who are in pain begin to generate light, so that 
you can see how it is that they are suffering. One of the sections of this book, roughly a 13,000 word 
section, is narrated by a 13 year old by named Chuck Carter, and I'd like to read just the first and last 
paragraph of this section and then talk about the constraint by which it abides and the effect I think 
it had on the writing. So this is the Chuck Carter section from "The Illumination." "Chuck Carter 
lived in dozens of different places everyday. Sometimes he lived in a house with dark green carpets. 
Sometimes he lived in a school that smelled like milk. He lived in a run down car with his parents 
sometimes. They drove it everywhere, his mom and his pretend dad. The door was spotted with 
giant pumpkins of orange rust. The seatbelt slanted across his chest like a sash. Chuck's whole body 
vibrated with the engine, even his bones. He liked to watch the power lines swooping past outside, 
they rose and fell in a beautiful, slow, hypnotizing way. It looked like they were taking turns 
bouncing on trampolines." So that's the first paragraph of his section...the last paragraph is this: "He 
woke much later in the darkness of early morning. It was 5:52 according to the clock, and then 5:53. 
He got up and walked quietly into the living room. Both his parents were there, lying senseless on 
the couch. They were hugging, their bodies curled together like two tadpoles. His pretend dad must 
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have come home while Chuck was sleeping. He must have kissed his mom and apologized to her. 
How had Chuck convinced himself that anything would change? He tiptoed back to his room, but 
he wasn't sleepy. He lay on his side, his hand beneath the pillow. Soon, bit by bit, the dawn began 
filling the curtains. He thought that his heart would stop beating from sadness. There it was, the sun, 
coming up, just like always." 
Now, I don't know if listening to me read, or even looking at this on the page, you would notice the 
particular pattern by which those sentences abide. But I'm sure you could detect that they had a very 
distinct and unusual cadence to them, and not having read the rest of the book you wouldn't know 
this, but the cadence is very distinct from that of the other sections as well. And there's a reason for 
this...it's a 13,000 word chapter, each of who's sentences...all of who's sentences are exactly 10 words 
long, never nine words, never 11, only 10 words. And there's a justification for this in the midst of 
the text, he's a 10 year old boy, he feels threatened by his environment, and he feels that in order to 
receive the world without being frightened by it, he needs to abide by a certain set of rules and 
conventions. And one of those conventions because he's 10 years old is that he processes his 
experiences in sentences that are exactly 10 words long. Let me read the last two sentences of that 
again: "He thought that his heart would stop beating from sadness. There it was, the sun, coming up 
just like always." 

What I discovered while working on this section of this book, as exasperating as I sometimes found 
the constraint I had imposed upon myself, was that I was producing sentences that revealed the 
consciousness of this character in a very particular way...that I never would have produced abiding 
by my own natural writing instincts. It was only the constraint...that 10 word constraint...that 
allowed me to produce those sentences. And those last two sentences in particular I was very 
pleased with, but I wouldn't have written them if I hadn't imposed this constraint on myself from 
the outset. So what I would suggest to you is that...adopting constraints such as this one, the 10 
word sentence constraint, or a restraint such as Georges Perec where he refuses the letter "e" to 
himself, or any other number of constraints that might come to your mind, can be valuable and 
worth attempting as an exercise if only to discover whether you're the sort of writer who finds such 
rule-making an aid to creativity or a barrier to creativity. If it's a barrier for you, then you quit...you 
just don't write that way. But if it's an aid you might find that imposing these rules and constraints 
on yourself from the outset produce work that you didn't realize was in you to produce. As for me, 
what I found is that constraints initially make the work much harder rather than easier, but that 
that's valuable because difficulty focuses the mind. And then paradoxically what happens is that the 
work becomes easier rather than harder because the mind has been focused. 

-As a fiction writer I often envy poets...it seems to me that poets have a certain advantage that form 
in poetry is always so close to rhyme, meter, stanzas, and poets have to try a number of different 
modes as they find the proper form for their poem. And fiction writers need to remember that there 
are constraints that can be useful to their craft as well. I think the famous Wordsworth line, "Nuns 
fret not at their convents' narrow room," and this exercise doesn't ask you to be a poet or a nun or 
even a romantic. This exercise asks you to be a fiction writer who experiments with constraint. We 
want you to do one of the following: Either write a story in which every sentence has a numeral, or 
write a story in which every sentence has the same number of words. And remember, 400 words. 

 


