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A Conversation with Robert Olen Butler 
 

obert Olen Butler has published fourteen novels and six 

volumes of short fiction, including A Good Scent from a 
Strange Mountain, which won the 1993 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction. 

He has published a volume of his lectures on the creative process, 

From Where You Dream, edited and with an introduction by Janet 

Burroway. 

A recipient of both a Guggenheim Fellowship in fiction and a 

National Endowment for the Arts grant, he won the Richard and 

Hinda Rosenthal Foundation Award from the American Academy 

of Arts and Letters and was a finalist for the PEN/ Faulkner Award. 

He has twice won a National Magazine Award in Fiction and has 

received two Pushcart Prizes. His stories have appeared widely in 

such publications as The New Yorker, The Paris Review, and 

Ploughshares. They have been chosen for four annual editions of 

The Best American Short Stories, eight annual editions of New 

Stories from the South, and several other anthologies.  

Butler’s works have been translated into nineteen languages. He 

was a charter recipient of the Tu Do Chinh Kien Award given by 

the Vietnam Veterans of America for “outstanding contributions to 

American culture by a Vietnam veteran.” He has lectured, attended 

conferences, and met with writers’ groups in seventeen countries as 

a literary envoy for the U. S. State Department. He was awarded an 

Honorary Doctorate from the State University of New York.  

Butler is a Francis Eppes Distinguished Professor, holding the 

Michael Shaara Chair in Creative Writing at Florida State 

University. In the fall of 2001, he wrote a literary short story from its 

inspiration to its final polished form in a real-time webcast on the 

FSU website. During seventeen two-hour sessions, he revealed his 

writing process in full, giving a running commentary on his artistic 

choices, and spent a half-hour in each episode answering the 
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emailed questions of his live viewers. The series is available on 

YouTube under the title “Inside Creative Writing.”  

This interview was conducted by telephone from Butler’s 

Capps, Florida home on March 13, 2014. 
 

Vivian Dorsel:  What kind of writing discipline do you maintain? 

Robert Olen Butler:  It’s my deep belief that the writing of literary 

fiction, maybe even any creative writing of any length, has to be 

done every day. So, I write every day, and it’s the first thing I do. I 

have a 900-square-foot writing cottage separate from my house, 

which is an ante-bellum plantation home. My commute is about 

thirty yards, and I go through an initial ritual of grinding my coffee 

beans and making my coffee, and then I sit down and start writing. 

My recent projects have drastically changed a couple of aspects of 

my writing discipline; previously my work day would be two to four 

hours; if it’s two hours, it’s two hours of solid word production, if 

four hours it’s still that same two-hour aggregate. With the books 

I’m currently writing, the workdays tend to be twelve to fourteen 

hours. I stay to do a quota, usually a word-count quota, which varies 

by the book and by the deadline for getting a book done.  
 

Dorsel:  Does writing come easily for you? 

Butler:  It comes brutally hard until it comes easy, and then it comes 

brutally hard again, and then extremely easy, and so forth. It’s a kind 

of paradigm for bipolar disorder, a managed manic-depression. 

When words are flowing it’s manic and beautiful, and when they’re 

not it’s depressing, but of course I’m convinced that the work is still 

proceeding in my unconscious during those inert, depressed, pace-

around-the-room hours.  
 

Dorsel:  Do you keep a notebook of ideas and observations? 

Butler:  Ideas is not an operative word for my aesthetic, which we 

can talk about later. If you mean abstract, thoughtful observations, I 

don’t. The primary inspiration for books and stories comes to me in 

various forms, and I note them down somewhere, but the note-
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taking I do is in the midst of the books I’m currently working on. I 

prefer a notebook called the Quo Vadis, with beautiful Claire-

fontaine paper that receives fountain-pen ink without feathering.  
 

Dorsel:  Do you show or read your work to anyone when you’re 

working on it? 

Butler:  Yes, everything gets read to my wife, Kelly, who is a 

remarkable reader and, more importantly, listener. I read to her at 

frequent intervals—sometimes nightly, sometimes I’ll let the words 

accumulate for a while before I read to her.  
 

Dorsel:  What did you like to read as a child or young adult? 

Butler:  As a young child, I remember the Doctor Dolittle books 

delighting me, and The Wind in the Willows, and then I graduated 

on to The Hardy Boys. In my mid-teens I started to find the next 

stage of literature. Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio made a 

profound impact on me at age 16 or 17, and then when I went on to 

college I began to read the usual suspects of the canon of the early 

to mid-sixties. 
 

Dorsel:  What do you like to read now? 

Butler:  I do a lot of reading for the work I do. The books I write 

are often based in place and in work disciplines. Historical period is 

often important. Also, I try to keep up with my literary friends, and 

I’m happy to do the refined little rhetorical form of the dust-jacket 

blurb for writers and books I think are worthy. I get a lot of 

requests, and I have to disappoint some people. But I do as much 

of that as I reasonably can.  For pleasure, I’m working my way 

through the vast and wonderful oeuvre of P. G. Wodehouse, who 

was not only hilarious, but has been greatly admired by serious 

literary writers. He’s the most brilliant metaphorizer I know, 

understanding that not only must the metaphor work to illuminate 

the thing being described, but the terms and mode of the metaphor 

must fit both the emotional moment and the personality of the 
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character. He’s a genius at that. I’ve been turning to him for some 

time now, when I need to relax.  
 

Dorsel:  Who is your favorite overlooked or underappreciated 

writer? 

Butler:  I think he’s overlooked and underappreciated because 

when I tell people to read him, they’ve never already read him. He 

has several really wonderful books, but one of my favorite books of 

all time is The Master and Margarita, by Mikhail Bulgakov. Gabriel 

Garcia Marquez and others from Latin America are pretty much 

credited with inventing magical realism in the fifties and sixties, but 

this book of magical realism was written in Moscow in the late 

thirties, repressed by Stalin, and not published until 1962, well after 

Bulgakov’s death. 
 

Dorsel:  If you could meet any writer, dead or alive, who would it 

be, and what would you want to know? 

Butler:  Oh, I want to have dinner with P. G. Wodehouse, and ask 

him if Bertie Wooster ever had sex. I doubt it. 
 

Dorsel:  What kind of writing instruction have you had, and what do 

you think you got out of it? 

Butler:  In the fall of 1963, I went to Northwestern University—

which was the great theater school of the time, and probably still is—

to be an actor. I learned Method acting, and had great success my 

first couple of years as an undergraduate in the major productions 

there, and then shifted to a wonderful discipline called oral 

interpretation. It’s no longer called that, and I think it’s no longer 

so wonderful either, but at the time it was an approach to literature 

through performance based on the understanding that all writing has 

an implicit narrative persona, that there is someone speaking to us 

from the page. You understand literature by first understanding the 

personality of that narrator, and then you embody it in performance. 

It’s perfect training for writers.  
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 Then I went off to the University of Iowa to get my Masters 

degree. Because I had shifted out of theater and wanted to write, I 

got a Masters degree in playwriting. The university instruction I had 

was all in the theatrical form. I did take some creative writing 

courses at Northwestern; for two semesters I was able to get into a 

very select workshop with the great British poet Stephen Spender, 

who was a splendid, courtly fellow. I wrote some fiction for him, and 

I also wrote a play. But it was a vague creative time—necessarily, 

because I was trying to find a form—and I turned out to be a terrible 

playwright. My most impassioned writing was going into the stage 

directions, and that’s a bad sign for a playwright. The acting and the 

oral interpretation training were more useful to me than the writing 

training, although understanding how to structure and plot stories, 

and a keen consciousness of human speech, were important lessons 

I learned through playwriting. 

 Years later, in the late seventies, after I was gobbled up into the 

Army and went off to Vietnam, I came back and became a reporter 

and eventually an editor in business journalism. I lingered one night 

a week in the city before commuting home to Long Island and took 

a fiction writing course at the New School with Anatole Broyard. 

That course, and he, were the most influential formal instruction I 

had in creative writing. Broyard was for years the powerful and 

brilliant book reviewer for the daily New York Times. He had very 

high aesthetic standards and truly understood the aesthetics of 

fiction. His focus was more on aesthetics than on willful craft, and I 

think that was his most important influence on me.  
 

Dorsel:  Do you think it’s important for the student to like his or her 

teacher’s writing? 

Butler:  Being a good writer and being a good writing teacher do not 

necessarily go together. To that extent, the answer is no. Just 

because you like somebody’s writing, it doesn’t mean he or she is 

going to be able to teach you anything, or even be able to read you 

effectively. The question is really more if a student of writing should 
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feel an aesthetic kinship with the teacher’s writing. As a student, 

you’re apt to get a better quality of response and criticism from 

teachers if you know that as readers, as sensibilities, they are in tune 

with the aesthetics you gravitate toward.  But of course students 

usually go to creative writing programs before they’ve gotten in 

touch with their own aesthetic, so there’s not an easy answer, and 

ultimately it depends on the quality of your teacher’s sensibility and 

his or her ability to respond to your work on its own terms.  
 

Dorsel:  How does teaching inform your writing, and vice versa? 

Butler:  It doesn’t. Teaching is a danger, in terms of my writing. It’s 

a danger I’m willing to face because I enjoy teaching and I think I’m 

good at it. Teaching does not help any teacher’s writing, because it 

makes you too self-conscious, too self-aware, too thoughtful, too 

analytical about your own process. To the extent that you carry that 

away from the classroom and into your writing room, it’s a danger 

and a hindrance.  
 

Dorsel:  What do you emphasize in your teaching of writing? 

Butler:  What I emphasize with my students is not craft. Craft issues 

come up, but only as an elaboration. At FSU, we give a PhD in 

creative writing, so many of my students already have MFAs. We 

draw wonderful students, from all the august institutions, and they 

all aspire to create literature, art. I find that my students, almost to a 

person, understand the second through the tenth things about being 

an artist, and they don’t understand the first thing about it. 

 My emphasis is on process, and my problem with the pedagogy 

of creative writing is that it is so skewed toward teaching craft and 

technique. These things have to be taught, and taught analytically 

and willfully at some point. However, in most programs it never 

departs from that, and as people learn craft and technique they are 

never warned, with great gravity and seriousness and frequency, that 

what is being done in the workshop is an artificial and derivative 

thing, that they should never, ever mistake the process they go 
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through in a classic workshop for the creative process. It is not. A 

student’s experience in the typical workshop is the antithesis of the 

creative process. That’s the main thing I have to emphasize, and 

there are a lot of corollaries to that. What it comes down to is that 

art does not come from the mind; art does not come from the 

rational-analytical faculties. Art does not come from ideas. Art 

comes from the place where you dream; it comes from your 

unconscious, your white-hot center.  

 As the great British novelist Graham Greene once said, “All 

good novelists have bad memories.” He said that what you 

remember comes out as journalism, what you forget goes into the 

compost of the imagination. His compost heap is the same as the 

unconscious, the dream space, the white-hot center that I’m talking 

about. He’s obviously talking about life experience, and that is 

absolutely true, it’s the forgotten stuff that you have creative access 

to. But it’s also true of all the craft and technique that you learn. 

The only craft and technique that you authentically have control of 

and use of in the process of creating art is the craft and technique 

you have forgotten, that has been assimilated into that unconscious 

space and is working from there on the material that is roiling 

around in you. The fundamental thing I have to get people to do is 

get out of their minds and into a kind of trance state, a flow state. 

Ask any athlete what’s the difference between performing brilliantly 

and performing badly, and they’ll say that when they’re performing 

badly they’re thinking too much, they’re too self-aware. They must 

rely on muscle memory to perform, must be “in the zone,” and the 

artist must do the same. In a nutshell, that’s what I teach, and it is so 

rarely taught. I teach them many corollaries of that as well.  

Peer criticism is drastically overrated—the blind leading the 

potentially sighted. If you stop and think about how people read in a 

workshop, you’ll understand that if you aspire to write a work of 

literary art, you’ll inevitably get bad criticism because of the very 

structure of the class. The folks who take your story home, even if 
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they have good intentions about being helpful, are thinking from the 

very first sentence that they read, “What am I going to say?” Their 

analytical faculties kick in and they stop responding aesthetically, 

and it’s the aesthetic response that you’re trying to get the critical 

feedback on. Instead, they’re reading from their heads. Reading 

from the head is as utterly wrong as writing from the head, if we’re 

dealing with works of art. As readers, we’re not meant to understand 

a work of art in an analytical, theoretical way. We’re meant to thrum 

to a work of art, like a string vibrating on a stringed instrument. 

Because of the structure of the workshop, your peers are not going 

to sit down and open themselves to the work and thrum; they’ll go, 

“What am I going to say?” and then, “What can I suggest to fix it?”  

The response is wrong, and the way to go about rewriting is 

wrong. By my aesthetic, the way to edit yourself and to rewrite is to 

return to the work when you’ve forgotten it sufficiently that you can 

thrum to it authentically, not by filling in what your intentions were. 

You read your own work as you would any work of art, and you go 

thrum thrum thrum thrum, twang!—and when you hit the twang! that 

is not a license to start analyzing it and willfully fixing it with the craft 

and technique that’s applicable there. What you do is go back to the 

twang part and redream it; you return to the unconscious from 

which it should have sprung in the first place. In fact the reason it 

twanged is probably because you fell out of the zone at that point. 

That kind of approach is almost nonexistent in workshops. 
 

Dorsel:  So, you would not recommend what is typically called 

“reading like a writer.” 

Butler:  What they usually call “reading like a writer” is just the 

profound faults of most workshops, writ large. 
 

Dorsel:  What do you have your students read? 

Butler:  Well, they do read my book on process, as a basis for 

what’s said and done in the workshops. But what I think you mean 

is what works of literature. The answer is nothing; zero. To become 
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a great writer you have to go through a long period of ravenous 

reading, and you may well return to that at some point, when you 

have time each day. But when you’re trying to find your own voice, I 

think you have to read less, not more. I put nothing more on their 

agenda to read; they’ve probably got too much there already. One 

reason they write from their heads is that it’s safe there. The artistic 

unconscious is a scary as hell place, and you have lots of defense 

mechanisms to keep you out of it. One of them is to not write every 

day, but just when you feel like it. Another is, I’ll just read a good 

book. You hide in other people’s voices and visions. The great 

Japanese film director, Akira Kurosawa, said, “To be an artist means 

never to avert your eyes.” Often, when a writer is trying to make the 

leap into his or her own artistic identity, reading is a way of averting 

the eyes. 
 

Dorsel:  You recently published a writing craft book, From Where 

You Dream. Are there any other craft books that you recommend? 

Butler:  Mine is not a craft book, it’s a book on process. If you want 

a good book on craft, read the latest edition of Janet Burroway’s 

Writing Fiction: A Guide to Narrative Craft. She does a terrific job, 

and the co-author with her of that series now is Elizabeth Stuckey-

French. It’s the best book you can find on craft and technique, 

which it’s important to learn, and to understand and apply. But 

ultimately, it’s not tantamount to the process. One other book I 

recommend is The Principles of Art, by British aesthetic 

philosopher R. G. Collingwood. It’s a really good book, which 

describes what a work of art is.  
 

Dorsel:  Have you ever experienced “writer’s block”? 

Butler:  The process I described to you earlier can feel like writer’s 

block, but it’s not. I’m not like Anthony Trollope, who sat down 

and wrote his five thousand words a day; if the novel he was writing 

ended at word 2,800 that day, he’d take out a new sheet of paper, 
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start the next novel, and go 2,200 words into that. I have down time, 

but not writer’s block in the classic sense, no.  

 I think writer’s block is a reflection of the principles I’m talking 

about. It’s rather like insomnia. When you lie down to go to sleep, 

you’re letting the unconscious rule your mind. What keeps you 

awake when you don’t want to be awake is that you cannot turn off 

your rational, generalizing, summarizing, blah-blah mind. You can’t 

stop thinking. And so it is with writer’s block. Bad writers are never 

blocked; whatever pops into their head, analytical or thoughtful or 

whatever, they just put the blah-blah on the page. If you have an 

intuition about what art is, and you cannot stop your rational-

analytical mind, then that’s what blocks you. Writer’s block is a kind 

of aesthetic insomnia. 
 

Dorsel:  What do you tell your students to do when that happens? 

Butler:  Well, stop thinking. Sometimes they don’t realize that’s 

what the problem is, that they’re just in the wrong place. The answer 

to that is a broader answer to a question I’m much more frequently 

asked, which is how do I get into my unconscious to write. One of 

the things I recommend is to write first thing in the morning. One of 

the problems for artists of the written word is our medium, which is 

unlike the other art media. The expression of the unconscious is the 

expression of the senses, not of ideas and abstractions; it’s a sensual 

place. For other artists, their medium is innately and irreducibly 

sensual. A painter’s medium is color and form, a composer’s is 

sound, a choreographer’s is movement, and a filmmaker’s is literally 

moving pictures. The medium for a writer is words, and the words 

make sounds, but those sounds are immediately overwhelmed by 

meaning. We are the only artists whose medium is not innately and 

irreducibly sensual, and yet, as artists, we try to create sensual objects 

from it. Our medium is constantly struggling with us, to drag us into 

our heads. Even as I talk here with you, I’m railing against 

abstraction and analysis, and how am I doing it? Abstractly and 

analytically. It’s inevitable; we have to communicate this way. The 
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best thing, then, to get unblocked and to stop your rational mind is 

to engage your art before the other uses of language intrude on you 

every day. Use your actual, literal sleep to clear your linguistic 

palate, then awaken and go straight to writing creatively. Do not read 

your email, do not listen to CNN, do not read The New Yorker by 

the toilet, do not do anything but go straight to your creative work, 

and work with the language in its sensual form first, before all the 

abstract, analytical and conceptual language has a chance to clutter 

up your brain. 
 

Dorsel:  When you begin a novel, how does it come to you, as a 

character, a setting, a story line? 

Butler:  Character is crucial. It comes as character, and as another 

principle that I teach my students, another corollary of writing from 

your unconscious. Fiction is about human beings, and it’s about 

human feeling. Even when my students are writing from their heads 

they understand that what they are abstracting and analyzing and 

interpreting are characters’ feelings. The other thing is that fiction—

and all other narrative art forms—exists in time; it is a temporal art 

form. As any Buddhist will tell you, and this is one of the great 

truths of their religion, a human being with feelings cannot exist for 

even thirty seconds of time without desiring something. My favorite 

word in this regard is yearning, which suggests the deepest level of 

desire. Fiction is the art form of human yearning. My story or novel 

is not ready to be written until the character is alive inside me, and I 

begin to hear his/her voice—and that’s often pretty strong—but most 

importantly, my deepest intuition about that character is what he or 

she yearns for. Of course, then, the plot has to do with the yearning. 

Plot is simply yearning challenged and thwarted. The challenges and  

thwartings of the character’s yearning create the plot. The character 

gets through them or around them, and then there are more 

obstacles, and so forth. That’s what I start with. 
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Dorsel:  John Casey told me that one of the two books he always 

recommends to his students is Stanislavsky’s An Actor Prepares. 

Your undergraduate major was theater; is writing in the voice of a 

character similar to adopting a persona, as an actor does? 

Butler:  Yes, it certainly is. But more importantly, Stanislavsky’s 

relationship to the art of acting when he wrote An Actor Prepares  is 

the same that I feel I have to fiction writing. When Stanislavsky 

began to teach actors, the prevailing mode of training and the 

understanding of acting as an art form was that the actor, with great 

technical prowess and careful observation, created a character by 

consciously taking on gesture, posture, facial expression and tone of 

voice, constructed a performance from those elements, and did that 

each night in front of an audience. Stanislavsky said no, that’s not 

what the actor’s art is about at all. The actor’s art has to do with 

bringing the actor’s own internal sensory mechanism, his own web 

of sensual responsiveness, and his own sense-memory into 

alignment with the inner sensory life of the character that is being 

created. Only then does the legitimate external performance occur. 

I think you can hear in this a clear and direct analogy to what I talk 

about when I teach creative writing. And yes, it also has to do with 

inhabiting a first-person voice. It’s very helpful in that way, but it’s 

the way you inhabit it that’s the important thing. The working title of 

my book on process, which is called From Where You Dream, was, 

when I turned in the manuscript to my editor at Grove Atlantic,  

Method Writing.  
 

Dorsel:  Your books, particularly the earlier ones, were clearly very 

much influenced by the time you spent in Vietnam. What effect did 

those experiences have on you? 

Butler:  I went to Vietnam inadvertently, as many of us did. After 

Army basic training I spent six months at Fort Holabird, Maryland, 

being trained as a counterintelligence special agent in military 

intelligence, and then they sent me to Washington, DC, where 

I studied the Vietnamese language seven hours a day, five days a 



 
A Conversation with Robert Olen Butler 

 

117 

 

week for a full year, with a native speaker. I spoke fluent Viet-

namese from my first day in country. I fell madly in love with the 

Vietnamese landscape and culture and people. During my first five 

months of working in intelligence out in the countryside, I had close 

contact with Vietnamese farmers, woodcutters, fishermen, provincial 

police chiefs, and all sorts of other folks. Then I spent seven months 

working in Saigon City Hall as the administrative assistant and 

translator for an American Foreign Service Officer who was the 

advisor to the Mayor of Saigon. I lived in an old French hotel and 

worked a civilian-clothes job in downtown Saigon, and my favorite 

thing, every night after midnight, was to wander alone into the 

steamy back alleys where nobody ever seemed to sleep, and crouch 

in the doorways with people. The Vietnamese people as a group are 

the most warm and generous-spirited people in the world, and I 

immersed myself in their culture. I Vietnamized myself. They 

shared their lives and their culture with me. I came home from 

Vietnam and at that point transformed myself from playwright to 

fiction writer. Vietnam helped make me understand that the intense 

moment-to-moment sensual flow of life had to be the stuff of 

whatever art form I worked in. It certainly became the substance of 

much of my early work and, ultimately, not just what I know about 

the Vietnamese but what I know about the human heart was learned 

in the back alleys of Saigon. And that’s informed everything I’ve 

written, whether there’s any overt Vietnamese element or not.  
 

Dorsel:  You have written novels using such diverse settings as the 

Alaska oil fields [Sun Dogs], an Illinois steel mill [Wabash], an 

archaeological dig in the New Mexican desert and the Los Alamos 

atomic-bomb project [Countrymen of Bones]. How do you go about 

researching the historical and factual aspects of these events and 

disciplines? 

Butler:  Your question is very germane to the books I’m writing now 

and this is why my two-to-four-hour working days have turned 

into twelve-to-fourteen-hour days. It’s the historical research. By 
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rights I should be dedicating these books to Google, Google Books 

particularly. Everything before 1924 is off copyright, and three 

million books, and I guess it’s growing daily, have been scanned in 

full--and not only books, but bound volumes of magazines. You can 

search them for words and phrases, and then download the books. 

There’s a similar site called the Internet Archive, which has some 

technical advantages. These sites are invaluable, because one of the 

prime literary qualities is the ability to render moment-to-moment 

sensual experience with fresh and important detail.  These books 

and the ease of searching them are crucial. 

 I’ve always embraced what are commonly thought of as genre 

elements in my books. Mr. Spaceman is science fiction, Hell is a 

fantasy set entirely in Hell, A Small Hotel was an O! The Oprah 

Magazine  book of the week, and they called it a new old-fashioned 

romance. At the moment, the elements of espionage thrillers are 

resonant for me in how I see the world and the human condition. 

The character Christopher Marlowe Cobb was born in a short story, 

“The One in White,” in The Atlantic Monthly, which won a 

National Magazine Award in Fiction. It was reprinted in my book 

Had a Good Time, which was based on old picture postcards. That 

guy’s voice just wouldn’t stop in me, and eventually I came to write a 

series of literary-historical espionage thriller novels, all set between 

1914 and 1918, with Cobb as the central character. The second 

book, The Star of Istanbul, begins on the Lusitania’s fateful voyage, 

and Cobb is on the ship. At this point he’s not only a journalist but a 

covert agent, and there’s a woman on board who is a person of 

interest to him, professionally. When she walks into the main dining 

room on the Lusitania, how many details do I need to understand, 

even if they don’t all get in? What is the décor? What are the tables 

like, and her shoes, and her perfume, and her dress, and her hair? 

What is the salon orchestra on the balcony playing? In that book, I 

had to slide away from the creation of words and into research a 

thousand times. For example, at one point he approaches her cabin, 

which is the equivalent of a room in a first-class hotel, and given the 
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circumstances, she would have a Do Not Disturb sign hanging on 

her door. Well, were there Do Not Disturb signs on hotel doors, 

and therefore on the Lusitania cabin doors, in 1915? I would defy 

you to enter the greatest physical library in the world and, without 

going to their Internet terminals, answer that question. You cannot. 

But it took me about two and a half minutes, trying a few 

combinations in the Google Books word search, to find four 

citations. Three of them were in back issues of The Strand 
Magazine, or Munsey’s, and even Hotel Monthly, a trade magazine 

for hotels. There were several stories and one article. Yes, there 

were Do Not Disturb signs. I even authoritatively found their typical 

phrasing. 

 I have to know how people speak, what the words were in 1915. 

So, I have the Oxford English Dictionary, which gives the historical 

rendering of words; there’s the three-volume Green’s Dictionary of 
Slang, which sits right behind my chair—six thousand pages, using 

the OED’s historical approach, of British and American slang. I also 

have a collection, bought mostly on eBay, of Sears Roebuck 

catalogs, in two- or three-year intervals from 1898 to 1993. The 

Internet has drastically revised how one researches those quotidian 

sensual details crucial for literary fiction in other historical periods. 
 

Dorsel:  What are you working on now? 

Butler:  Two months ago I finished the third book of the Cobb 

series, The Empire of Night, which will come out around October. 

I’ve already begun a novel, set in the present day, which will deal 

with people of my generation who have been shaped by Vietnam in 

one way or another.  
 

Dorsel:  Does it have a working title? 

Butler:  It’s likely to be called Perfume River. 
 

Dorsel:  I look forward to it. Thanks, Bob. 
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