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>>[Text on screen] How Writers Write Fiction 2016: Storied Women 
 
>>Welcome to our farewell video. We've been on such a rich and productive journey into the 
writings of women - into storied women - trying to think how to write fiction in new and different 
ways. We've looked at character and voice, at plot and narrative, and point of view and structure, 
and research and setting; and in each session we've tried to think about how you can take the 
materials of your lives - take the materials of lives that are around you or that you can imagine - and 
turn them into living, breathing works of fiction. And what Margot and I hope to do in this final 
setting with you - in this final session with you - is to give you some ideas about how to maintain a 
sustainable writing life, next steps to take in this journey that we call literature. 
 
>>And I would say that one of the wonderful things about fiction writers is that they never do 
really say farewell: you're simply passing through a door into the next room, the room when perhaps 
you'll start your own writers' group, when you'll correspond with some of the people you've 
connected with in this course, when you'll figure out what you need to continue writing and how 
you can keep writing close to the center of your life rather than at the margins. 
 
>>So what are the things you do to keep yourself going and, let's say during a dry spell where it 
doesn't seem like the words are coming? 
 
>>I try various strategies, none of which sound very poetic. Sometimes I just try to write a certain 
number of words per day. And what are those words going to be? If I can't think of anything for my 
characters to do, perhaps I'll come up with a dream or a memory or a character sketch or a 
description, just something to break through the barrier so I'm writing again. Sometimes I just try to 
write for a certain period of time each day, and I do think many writers are creatures of habit and 
that we often have little rituals around writing, which can be great if they enable you to keep writing, 
less great if they start to imprison you. If you have too many rules and life interrupts, then 
sometimes you don't get that much writing done. One thing I hold onto is that we can actually write 
quite quickly when we want to. Ethan Canin, who teaches at the Writers' Workshop, famously 
claims to have written his first book in forty-five minutes a day before he went to the hospital where 
he was working as a resident. And I think that, you know, if we can just carve out an hour a day, or 
an hour most days, we can get an amazing amount done. The secret is to concentrate, to focus 
during that time. 
 
>>And not to waste that time. A wonderful writer named Richard Bausch said that the key is each 
day at least visit the writing. You may not add very much to it, but if you are engaging with it on a 
regular basis - an hour a day, half an hour, two hours, whatever you can find - then somehow or 
another the words start to accumulate. 
 
>>They do. And when the words accumulate, I think then we start to need readers. And I think 
that means often finding people who are not our dear friends or loved ones, but people who know 
us as writers and who don't take too much for granted about our lives, and don't immediately 
recognize that a major character is our sister or our mother. And, you know, I used to think that 
once I grew up as a writer I wouldn't need a reader, I would just know when things were done, I 
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would know when things were perfect, but I've now come to the conclusion that probably we all 
need readers, and well-known writers are usually fortunate enough to have good readers, good 
agents, and good editors, all of whom are helping them to make their work better. 
 
>>But I often think in this respect of a wonderful story that the poet Sam Hamill told me about the 
great Greek Nobel Laureate Odysseas Elytis. Sam was publishing a book of his poems - an English 
translation - and he went to visit the great man and he apologized to Elytis, saying that, you know, in 
America we're lucky if we'll sell a thousand copies of this book, and I know that you sell in additions 
of fifty- or sixty- or seventy-thousand copies. And Elytis said, "A writer only needs three readers, 
and if he or she is any good, they already have two friends, so they spend the rest of their life 
looking for that third reader." And I like to keep that in mind because I completely agree. The 
longer I'm at it, the more I come to rely on readers and editors to point out those places where 
maybe I'm asleep at the wheel, or I haven't quite imagined this situation as it needs to be done, and 
that's... it takes a village to write a book, at the end, doesn't it? 
 
>>It does. And it also takes, I think, both appreciating and revising one's tradition. We have 
wonderful writers standing at our backs nowadays. But in the Western canon, many of those writers 
are white men, and we now live at a time when many of those things are changing in the culture and, 
you know, if you go to a hospital you'll find that half the doctors are women, if you go to an 
engineering firm you'll find many women engineers, if you go to a veterinarian there's a good chance 
the veterinarian will be woman, if you ring the police there's a good chance a policewoman will show 
up. And I think we need to try to reflect the excitement of these changes, and the pleasures of these 
changes, in our work. And sometimes because many of us come to writing through years of reading, 
we tend to fall back on a kind of historical picture, and fail to appreciate how much the world 
around us has changed. 
 
>>And how much, as writers, we are obliged to register those changes. 
 
>>Completely. I think it's really one of our duties and really one of our huge pleasures. 
 
>>We hope this course has been a pleasure for you and that you will take some of the ideas that 
you've been hearing and sharing over the course of these discussions and videos out into your own 
writing lives. 
 
>>Onward! 
 
 


