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>>My name is Lina Ferreira. I am a writer, the author of DROWN SEVER SING and DON’T 

COME BACK and I am Colombian. 
 
[Text on screen] Why Write Nonfiction? 

 
So I'm going to misquote [John] D'Agata but there's this quote somewhere out in the ether that he 
says that nonfiction is basically like the narration of events. The narration of these facts. You know 
the facts about a person or the facts about a place. And then the quote ends with D'Agata saying 
"but that's not what drew me to nonfiction" and it's a question that I've frequently asked students in 
their thesis defense like what drew you to nonfiction? Because for me it was sort of the malleability 
of reality. The imposition, the continuous imposition of narratives. David Mamet who's a director, 
he wrote this little book called ON DIRECTING FILM but what I've learned is that it has nothing 
to do with directing or very little to do with directing, and it's a lot more about writing and he says 
that film is an art form created, it's the juxtaposition of uninflected images. And that's what reality is 
right? All this like this series of uninflected images. The amoral world existing and passing through 
the lens. What storytelling becomes, I think good storytelling becomes is the arrangement of those 
uninflected images. It is not like the creation of it, but it's a depiction. Verisimilitude, like the thing 
that really draws us to art is when it feels true to our own experience. When it feels true, it is that a 
moral force just rumbling through the universe. Art is the arrangement of them and I think craft 
specifically revolves around the understanding of proximity. The approximation of, the 
approximation of meaning through the proximity of events, objects, and images. So what we do in 
our everyday life, what draws me to nonfiction is seeing reality and then constructing something 
meaningful for myself. But nonfiction is a confrontation of our lack of heroism. Is the arrangement 
of those images and sort of the venturing into meaning that may not see us in good light. That may 
sort of push up against the status quo, against the ideology, against our own impulse to always look 
good and always look better and always appear like we have this protagonical impulse. Creative 
nonfiction is not a regurgitation of facts. I think that that's part of what D'Agata was talking about 
that it's how the invisible world propels the visible world. The visible empirical world is that fact, 
the verifiable thing. The invisible world is all of that belief. The fact that Ro Haciera believed that he 
was the reincarnation of Bolívar and therefore had to kill this other man. The fact that this doesn't 



 
 
 

  
 

 

exist doesn't change the fact that he believed it, doesn't change the fact that at the end of the 

day Guitamo is very much dead. And I think that that's what nonfiction does. It examines the 

indisputable fact behind facts. Belief as I interact with the empirical world. 
 

[Text on screen] On Subject Matter. 

 

I write fiction. I write translation. But the one thing that I always come back to is nonfiction because 
I don't want to give my readers any excuse that it's my own mind and my own making. That this is 
the best reality that I have that I have to confront and that I don't again I, the like it's all artistry and 
it's all artifice to a point but the subject matter cannot be excused. And I think that that's a benefit 
of nonfiction is that there is a genres are sort of fluid and maybe potentially irrelevant but what isn't 
fluid and irrelevant is an understanding about contract, and the nonfiction contract is how and what 
you do with the subject matter, and the subject matter is my reality as best as I've ever known it and 
you can't escape that, you have to confront that. And you can't sort of like rely on or hide behind an 
analysis of my mind when I talk about here's the violence that I live with, here's what I think about, 
here's what I can't think about because of these other elements and sort of my upbringing, my life, 
my history, and the fact that I stand in the majority. Most people have lived in conflict. It's very rare 
that there is a country that doesn't experience it with relative frequency. 
 

[Text on screen] Truth and Artifice: The Role of Translation in DON’T COME BACK by 

Lina Ferreira. 
 

My book started as a thesis and that thesis was I'm obsessed with mythology. So every section starts 
with a short story, a myth. There are four main myths. So it was going to be narrative, lyrical, very 
long narratives and very, very short ones impressionistic and then I also added short stories to it and 
then I also added translations to it. And do a Muybridge translation where you get the Spanish. This 
is as true as I have it. You don't understand it because you don't speak Spanish and then the next 
translation is a sort of, people call it literal translation but there's no perfect equivalent between 
words so that's not a complicated word, but it's ungrammatical translation of like the direct words 
and then I change the syntax so that it makes sense, but that's still, the further away you go from the 
Spanish, the further from the original meaning and the closer to you being able to understand it so 
that paradox of the public, the private, the personal, the things that you don't have control over, the 
myth and the reality, the empirical truth, the visible world and the invisible one they sort of like got 
encapsulated into that. I think one of the things that I wanted to do, again the reason that I like 
nonfiction is that it is inherently I think when it's done well it's inherently transparent. Like it tells 
you this is construction and this is artifice and that's, to me like that's the most important thing. I 
want you to know that the story I'm telling that everyone is an unreliable narrator. Knowingly or 
unknowingly so the translations were like a simple, or a complicated way to do that. And at first, like 
the first version of the translations I had maybe 10 steps and I had to like really whittle them down 
to like the things that were most essential to that understanding. I wanted it to be very clear that this 
is the, this is the Spanish, this is the literal where truth may be or you could change that into the 
experience right? Like this is the closest thing that I have to experience and then this is you know all 
of the artifice, all of the work that goes into making it sound normal. Making it sound like it 
happened in your language. My mother frequently speaks in English in the book which is a lie, she 
does not speak to me in English ever. Like that never happens. The only time that she uses English 
is to tell me that she loves me because she, we didn't grow up in affectionate household and English 
allows her a layer, like a separation from the word so it doesn't feel so raw and so naked. That's the 
only time that she really uses English. And so I wanted to do that, to do this transparency the fact 



 
 
 

  
 

 

that none of these stories I'm telling you ever happened in English. I mean a couple do because I 

lived in the states, but most of them happened in Spanish and most of them I'm doing all this work, 
all this invisible work to make it sound natural so that when you come and you hear my mom speak 
like you don't question it, you don't think about it but I wanted to draw people back all the time 

and I didn't want to do that in the essays because it interrupts the narrative and it like, there's a 
failure in that. I wanted to be the failure for it to be interrupting the between the essays, to be 
reminding you but for you to be able to still have the experience and then retrace your steps and go 

that's not true, that's not reliable. 
 

And so for it to work on all the levels, not just on the language level but the experience level and the 
fact that I am reconstructing the things and that I am the one putting you know those uninflected 
images that close to each other. If I put a man sort of looking at a window and then a woman 
looking at her coffee now you've created, you've created the narrative but I put the uninflected 
images together. Put a man looking at a window and then a monster truck entirely different 
narrative, so that's what language does. That's what artifice is and I didn't want that to be lost. That's 
why I like nonfiction. Nonfiction is this, it's somewhere between truth and lies. Lies are this 
constructed things like this thing that we're putting a lot of work into, and but the moment that we 
talk about truth we're using the same tools that we do to construct lies. So nonfiction sort of like 
exists between these little things that a fact is the uninflected images but the moment that I start 
talking about facts, the things that I talk about next to them will create some narrative and that is 
unreliable inherently. So yeah, I wanted people never to trust me essentially and I thought that this 
was a good way to do it. No I want us to be aware. I think that for the most part there are only two 
things in the universe. Things that act and things that are acted upon. And I'm borrowing that 
language, and you don't have a choice to act upon anything until you realize that you're being acted 
upon constantly and that's a big part of my work. 
 

[Text on screen] Lying to Reveal Truth. 

 

A question that I frequently get because I, like students will come up and they'll conflate things and 
say like can I lie in nonfiction which I think is also a pretty poorly worded question. Obviously 
you're going to have to sort it out for yourself. You have to create your own rules. I don't, in my 
workshops I'm never prescriptive. I think if you, what happens when you read an essay and you say 
I know how to fix this what you're saying is I have read an essay that is like this one and they have a 
solution for this particular problem, which the only thing that it ensures is that we're always going to 
be writing the same essays. So in workshop I never want to say like this is how you write a Woolf 
essay or a Montaigne essay or whatever it is. I want you to write an essay that I've never seen before 
and therefore and everyone apply those things. But the question still sort of surfaces like can I lie or 
can I not lie or specifically because I write so many historical essays, what choices are you making? 
My simple rule is that I only lie when it's interesting and I'll always tell you that I'm lying. So in “The 
Peach Orchard” for example, I frequently like jump into Ro Hacieras’ mind and I'm always nodding 
to it like by the way this is me, this is entirely a constructed and one of the ways that I did that was 
introducing multiplicities of research because it took ages to research “The Peach Orchard.” 
Newspaper clippings like from the first day that people were reporting the story, people were saying 
I was there but also this other person was there and also that other person was there and he died 
looking this direction or he died looking that direction or and most frequently the lie was that I was 
holding him as he died. So as far as I could tell, at least 20 different people held him as he died and 
they were the only ones holding him. So to me that was, that's an interesting lie. The interesting lie 
is vanity. I think that vanity is the source of bad nonfiction. Like that's where bad lies come from. 



 
 
 

  
 

 

Vanity and laziness potentially. It's easier if it happened in New York for example, but what where 
did it actually happen you know? Not just that New York gets written about enough, but perhaps 
overly represented but also the fact that you are thinking about New York is the internalization of 
one single narrative that New York is where this type of story happens. What happens when the 
story happens not in New York? And that you're still thinking of New York right? Like that sort of 
like that replication, that mimesis and internalization of narrative so what your life should look like 
in your late twenties when you're out of love and that should happen in New York to me is 
fascinating. And not an interesting lie if you just say it happened in New York. What is interesting is 
that the compulsion to lie, the instinct to lie, that's where I want to be. So in like that's usually what I 
tell my students is if you're going to lie you have to make it interesting and the most interesting lie is 
the one that tells about itself. The statement that says everything I've ever said is a lie including this 
statement is interesting because it's a paradox of what can and cannot be. And the idea of narrative 
always arrangement, like that's what it is. Narrative is an arrangement of scenes and images and the 
moment that you introduce language into arrangement, then it's constructed and there's artifice. So I 
don't think that you can divorce it. I think it's, I think bad if you don't think about lies and you don't 
think of why you want to lie then your nonfiction will be hindered in one level or another because 
you will feel comfortable with vanity and laziness and I think that is the source, those are the 
primary sources of bad, bad, bad, bad essays. 


