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A Conversation with Michael Martone 
 

ichael Martone was born in Fort Wayne, Indiana, and grew 
up there. He attended Butler University, graduated from 

Indiana University, and holds an MA from the Writing Seminars of 
Johns Hopkins University. He teaches in the Program for Creative 
Writing at the University of Alabama and in the MFA Program for 
Writers at Warren Wilson College. He is the author of thirteen 
books of fiction and nonfiction, including Alive and Dead in 

Indiana, The Blue Guide to Indiana, Michael Martone, and Racing 

in Place. He has edited eight other volumes, including Extreme 

Fiction (with Robin Hemley) and the Touchstone Anthology of 

Contemporary Creative Nonfiction (with Lex Williford). His stories 
and essays have appeared in many magazines and journals. Martone 
has received two fellowships from the National Endowment for the 
Arts, the AWP Book Award for Nonfiction, the Bruno Arcudi 
Literature Prize, an Ingram Merrill Foundation Award, and has won 
The World’s Greatest Short Story Contest. His work has been 
reprinted in both the Pushcart Prize and Best American Essays 

annual anthologies. He edits Story County Books in Tuscaloosa, 
Alabama, where he lives with the poet Theresa Pappas and their two 
sons, Sam and Nick. 
 The interview was conducted by telephone from Martone’s 
Tuscaloosa home on Monday, March 17, 2008. 
 

Vivian Dorsel:  Let’s begin with the basics: What kind of writing 

discipline do you maintain? 
 

Michael Martone:  Well, it’s not very disciplined; that happened 

because I had children. Now I like to describe it as “writing in the 

seams of things.” Whenever I have a few moments I try to write 

something, and I think that’s reflected in what I write, in these short 

blocks, these short bursts, and a kind of component writing style. 
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That being said, there is a discipline in that I usually am writing 

something every day—maybe not for a long time or at the same time 

of day, but I am writing something every day. 
 

Dorsel:  Does it come easily for you? 
 

Martone:  Pretty easily. I tend to be a “first word, best word” writer. 

That is, I tend not to revise much. But because of writing whenever 

I can in the seams of things, when I’m not writing I think a lot about 

these little short bursts. So when I sit down to write, I tend to have 

them all where I want them to go.  
 

Dorsel:  Do you keep a journal or notebook of ideas and 

observations? 
 

Martone:  What I keep is a daybook, a collage where I’m not 

particularly writing things, but I’m cutting and pasting out blocks of 

text, articles, pictures, or I’m writing quotations or somebody else’s 

text into a book. Instead of a journal, you could think of it as a kind 

of file with a lot of Scotch tape and glue sticks to collect all of these 

words—but the words aren’t mine, they’re other people’s, and I’m 

much more interested in putting together these things in a kind of 

juxtaposition. 
 

Dorsel:  Do you show or read what you’re working on to anyone?  
 

Martone:  No, not usually. After I’m finished, Theresa will look at 

it, but I tell my students, who are taking three or four years of 

workshops, that I was only at Hopkins a year and took two 

workshops, and at the end of the second workshop, I was pretty 

much done with that, I thought. And even though I’ve been teaching 

workshops now for twenty-five years, I’ve never put a story through 

that kind of critique since.  
 

Dorsel:  What books and authors have been the most influential for 

you? 
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Martone:  Donald Barthelme, as a story writer, was just amazing to 

me, and very influential in the beginning—all of his fictions. But the 

one fiction that was so important to me was William Gass’s “In the 

Heart of the Heart of the Country.” It is a collage, it is about 

Indiana, and when I read that story in my first year of college, I just 

couldn’t believe that—well, first of all, it was a story that wasn’t a 

story—and that you could write about Indiana instead of the bona 

fide space for writing a story about. I came of age with all of those 

guys—Barthelme, Gass, John Barth, Robert Coover—when they were 

at the peak of their innovative anti-story ascendancy in the ’60s and 

’70s. Also, I was trying to figure out what I was going to do with my 

subject matter, my turf, which was Indiana. Once I found out that 

Edith Hamilton, who wrote the book Mythology, was from Indiana, 

I thought well, gee, time to write about the myths of Indiana. That 

book of mythologies, and the Greek books that she writes about—

The Odyssey, The Iliad, and the early dramatists—were things that I 

loved from a really early time. So those were the ur-books, I guess. 

There are some important nonfiction books to me, and I tend to 

pass them on to my students. One is Lewis Hyde’s The Gift: 
Imagination and the Erotic Life of Property, which was very 

important to me in figuring out what this job description of being a 

writer or an artist in the world is about.  
 

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

assume that this would have been influenced by your mother. 
 

Martone:  Yeah, well, my mother, who was an English teacher, read 

every year such weird things. They used to teach Silas Marner, and 

she would read it to me aloud each summer, as well as Our Town 

and Great Expectations. As a kid what I really loved to read waswhat 

they had at Melloli’s and other grocery stores: The Golden Book 
Encyclopedia. Through the year you could get various volumes of 

this, and I loved reading it because it was illustrated and had these 

little tiny articles. I think back on it now—hey, this is what I’m 

writing, talk about influence, all these little tiny articles about places 
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and things in the world, so not very storylike. I also loved to read 

Alice in Wonderland, Tom Sawyer, and of course Huck Finn, but 

not knowing it as an adult book.  
 

Dorsel:  What do you like to read now? 
 

Martone:  I still like very much to read poetry, contemporary 

poetry. I subscribe to various presses, such as Four Way Books and 

Sixteen Rivers Press. So, just contemporary potluck. I tend to like, 

in poetry, a kind of narrative lyricism, which I think goes back to 

people like Richard Howard, and from there has gone on into 

writers like Dean Young and Tony Hoagland and David Rivard, 

who I know, but also writers like Mary Ruefle and—oh, there are just 

too many poets. I like to read people I work with, Robin Behn and 

Joel Brouwer, here in Alabama, and of course Theresa [Pappas], 

and people who I’ve known for a long time, Elizabeth Spires, 

Louise Erdrich—both her poetry and prose. I also read a lot of 

nonfiction.  

 Teaching at the University of Alabama, I do these forms 

courses, and the one I’m doing this year sort of directs my reading—

Contemporary Rural and Agricultural Literature. I’m doing poetry, 

nonfiction and fiction. So I’ve been reading a lot of Michael 

Palinger, Wendell Berry, Hayden Carruth, Annie Proulx’s 

Postcards, South of the Big Four by Don Kurtz, Jim Heynen’s The 
One-Room Schoolhouse, Mary Swander’s book of poetry, Driving 
the Body Back, and David Lee’s Porcine Canticles. And I love 

Richard Rhodes’ writing about the farm; his nonfiction is incredible. 

Oh, there’s a wonderful book called Beautiful Swimmers, which is 

about the Chesapeake but about the same issues as a lot of these 

other books. 
 

Dorsel:  Most avid readers like traditional realistic narratives—

stories—the kind of thing you don’t usually write. Do you enjoy 

reading traditional narratives? Have you tried writing any and, if so, 

what was the result? 
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Martone:  I love Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles, and I’ve read 

Huckleberry Finn over and over again. Of course, Huckleberry 
Finn is an interesting problem as a narrative text because it has such 

a bad ending; I mean, he couldn’t find his own way out of it, so you 

can sort of read it in that way. But I’m a real sucker for stories that 

have stories. I love Austen, in both the book and movie versions, 

and Dickens. I loved, in college and graduate school, Turgenev, 

loved Calvino. Your question was about both narrative and realistic 

things. Calvino is very much a narrator although he doesn’t tend to 

be realistic. The same with John Barth, very much a narrator but the 

subjects of his narrations are often narrative subjects—metafiction. 

But he’s most often realistic, so there are both those things going on. 

 The second part of the question, whether I’ve ever done 

anything like that, is that usually I think of myself as a realist. I tend 

not to be so much a storyteller, though I’ve done that. I have an 

early story called “The Spirit of St. Louis.” A father and his young 

son, after burying the mother/wife, must do something, and they 

choose to build a model of the airplane, The Spirit of St. Louis. 
The action of the story is in the building of that model, and a certain 

epiphany happens which I stole from Joyce, and I enjoyed doing 

that, a lot. But I think I was always aware of the machine, even 

behind a realistic narrative, and that is a deadly critical eye to have if 

you want to be a realistic narrative writer. You can’t enter into the 

artful artlessness of the strategy. But, as a reader, I’m always fooled 

by it. I just love to get lost in that sustained dream. 

 I’m thinking of some other stories; even in the first book there 

are slight narratives in some of those stories, but most of what I got 

interested in then was the strategy of using borrowed “off the shelf” 

characters who then, in a kind of monologue way, write an essay. So 

I have fictional characters creating essay-like fictions. And I should 

mention two other books that were important in influencing me in 

that regard, Max Apple’s The Oranging of America, and Guy 

Davenport’s DaVinci’s Bicycle. 
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Dorsel:  Wally Lamb told me that he writes the kind of story he 

likes to read. Do you think that’s what you do? 
 

Martone:  I do think I write the kinds of stories I like to read, 

although I think it’s beyond that. That is, as a writer I am more 

interested in the art of it as opposed to the craft of it, so I like to 

conceive of things that I would like other people to imagine or 

conceive of. I’m far more interested in creating and experiencing 

atmospheres or, as my teacher would say, ground situations, 

interesting combinations of things in the world, as opposed to setting 

them in motion in some very specific narrative direction.  
 

Dorsel:  Your wife, Theresa Pappas, is a poet. Do you think you 

and she have any kind of specific influence on each other’s work?  
 

Martone:  Oh, I definitely think that. We’re both interested in the 

relationship of our work to specific places. One of the isms that has 

been under assault and in retreat for a long time is regionalism—

writing about place or a specific place and time. I think Theresa and 

I are both interested in our own specific places—hers Baltimore and 

Greece, mine Indiana—and in what one does with that interest, 

especially in a literary world where perhaps that isn’t as important as 

it once was. 
 

Dorsel:  What is fiction? 
 

Martone:  Well, you could talk about fiction in terms of fiction and 

nonfiction. Prose writers get bogged down in the notion of what is 

fiction as opposed to what is nonfiction, whereas in poetry—which is 

a combination of fiction and nonfiction in the way that prose is a 

combination of fiction and nonfiction—they just sort of look past 

that. In Robert Scholes’s Elements of Fiction, he points out that 

fiction comes from the Latin for “a thing made,” so in that sense 

both what we call nonfiction and fiction are really fictions; that is, 

they are made things, they are fabrications, they are artifices. And in 

that sense, I like to think that I’m a fabricator, a maker of things. 
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Dorsel:  If a fiction piece isn’t a narrative, what is it? 
 

Martone:  It’s a made thing. I like to think of them as these little 

robots—as in the movie by Errol Morris, Fast, Cheap, and Out of 
Control. It’s not a narrative movie; it’s a collage. He’s a 

documentary maker, and he looks at four people—a lion tamer, the 

world’s greatest authority on the naked mole rat, a topiary gardener, 

and the robot expert. It’s an amazing movie which is really about 

work and about making things, and at one point the robot guy says, 

“What I want to make is something fast, cheap and out of control.” 

So he makes these tiny robots that are programmed just slightly, and 

they take on a life because of all the other robots out there. I like 

that as a metaphor for what fiction does, that one never knows what 

the reader or the consumer or the experiencer will do with these 

things.  

 I’ve tried in the last ten or fifteen years to break out of the frame 

of reference; we think we know what fiction is, but I like to put these 

made things outside of that context. In The Blue Guide to Indiana, 
instead of publishing those in literary magazines I published them in 

newspapers as actual things to do, even though they were made-up 

places in Indiana. With the contributor’s notes in Michael Martone, 
I published those in the contributor’s notes section and not in the 

front part of the literary magazine, in order to have readers engage 

these things outside of a frame of reference that they’re used to or 

that will render them safe. Another metaphor I’ve used is viral 

fiction: these things are out there in the environment and who 

knows where you’ll pick them up. If they do enter your system 

through your reading they begin to work on you and change the way 

you see things. That’s my theory, anyway, and I’m sticking to it. 
 

Dorsel:  That’s the framing issue. You can see it in the reading 

public; people want to know if it’s true.  
 

Martone:  It’s not just its trueness. I also think it goes back to story. I 

think that the reading public likes to believe, whether things are true 
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or not, that what truly happens is a kind of transformance of the 

character, so that even the most recent famous book, Frey’s, was still 

a success. People read it even after they knew it was a fiction 

because what they were now buying it for was that the author was 

exposed as this real person. The story of that book was not the stuff 

that was actually written down, it was the story of the author, and 

that’s what you could buy. So even people who create fictions can 

plug into that sensation that, “Oh, here’s somebody who was in the 

streets and he wrote this thing and ran this hoax and now he’s 

transformed; he’s now a celebrity.” I think that’s as attractive as the 

truth. He gamed the system, and that’s what we’re interested in. 
 

Dorsel:  Many of your pieces—such as those in Alive and Dead in 
Indiana, or Penseés: The Thoughts of Dan Quayle— begin with an 

actual person you transform into a fictional character by imagining 

yourself into his/her head and then writing an essay or monologue 

in his/her voice. Another author who uses actual historical figures or 

events as the basis for fictions is your Warren Wilson colleague, Jim 

Shepard. Have you ever discussed this with him? Do you think you 

and he influence each other’s work at all? 
 

Martone:  We’ve never discussed it. I think that we’ve known about 

it, and that there’s a whole cadre or generation of writers who do 

that. I mentioned Guy Davenport and Max Apple, but also I was 

thinking about Joanna Scott and Jim, or even someone like Andrea 

Barrett, using historically accurate people. I think Jim and Joanna 

and Andrea tend to use historical figures, but they do find a story, 

and I sort of skew the other way and it becomes more lyrical as 

opposed to narrative. I think there’s another difference, too, and 

Jim and I have certainly talked around this, that is that when writers 

do that—use a character off the shelf, or use a historical or a real 

person in their stories—often it goes back to the characters I think of 

as core curriculum characters, characters that have a kind of 

universal appeal as opposed to what I’m also trying to figure out, a 

kind of regional or microscopic appeal. I’m thinking of Jim’s big 
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book, Nosferatu, which is kind of a modernist treatment of a movie 

that the whole world knows, and the stories and mythologies around 

it. I always went the other way, for the very minute and more 

popular culture as opposed to high culture. The funny one is having 

a story by Colonel Sanders, who is actually from Indiana, not 

Kentucky. Now, if young readers happen to read that story, the only 

way they know Colonel Sanders is as a cartoon image on the side of 

a box. That’s the downside of my strategy, I think. 
 

Dorsel:  I like the one about James Dean’s drama teacher. 
 

Martone:  Well, you know, people do. Readers tend to like that a 

lot. That’s another interest that’s slightly different, too, from some of 

the other stories we were talking about. I was interested in—and this 

is I think an Indiana thing—not so much the famous person, but the 

person who is near to fame or left behind from fame. So James 

Dean would have legs outside of Indiana, but what interested me 

was the woman who returned to Indiana to keep the James Dean 

flame alive there, his high-school teacher. Also, there was a little 

rumor about Ezra Pound having his first teaching gig at Wabash 

College in Indiana, but he was asked to leave once he was 

discovered in his room with a woman. It would have been 

something to write a story about Ezra Pound, but what was more 

interesting to me was the woman supposedly in his room who got 

him kicked out of Wabash College, and so the story became about 

that woman. It’s the same with Dan Quayle. There have been more 

vice presidents from Indiana than any other state, and that seemed 

metaphoric to what I wanted to do. The heartbeat away from things, 

the nearness to fame, the always being in a second-place or waiting 

position, is the place I like to be, I guess.  
 

Dorsel:  It’s obvious that writing about the celebrity would be 

interesting, but at some point, everything that can be said about 

James Dean has been said. He’s so iconic that it would be difficult 

to write about him, I think. 
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Martone:  Rick Peabody, who does Gargoyle magazine/Paycock 

Press in Washington, DC, publishes a series of books called Mondo 
(blank). He did Mondo Barbie, and collected several poems and 

stories that have Barbie in them in some way. There was Mondo 
James Dean, Mondo Jimi Hendrix—just to show that there is a class 

of people who generate a variety of things. But even my James Dean 

story in his Mondo James Dean tended to be tangential, as opposed 

to specifically about James Dean. I think it does go back to 

mythology. We like to think of ourselves, with all our creative 

writing degrees, as individual innovators of stories and ideas, but we 

use these communal stories; that’s really what they are. There is a 

collaborative cultural shared story that is very deep and very 

productive.  
 

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

Martone:  Well, when I was at Hopkins—and Hopkins was one of 

the first, or they would say the first graduate school in the United 

States—they set it up with the idea that they would have these great 

thinkers, thinking out loud in the classroom, and the student’s job 

was to be there and overhear them think. I had a professor there 

who was really terrific—John Irwin, he’s still there—and I signed up 

for his course about Hemingway, Fitzgerald and Faulkner. John was 

working on his book about Edgar Allan Poe, so even though we had 

bought all these books about Hemingway and so forth, he was 

thinking out loud about his book on Edgar Allan Poe, and we just 

overheard him and never really talked about Hemingway, Fitzgerald 

or Faulkner. I liked that, but although I try with my own teaching to 

bring my enthusiasm of the moment to the classroom, I at least try 

to be true to the advertisement of the course.  

 Part of my teaching is a demonstration. As much as it is about 

the content, it is a performance about what a writer does with 

content. I think the biggest lesson that writing students learn is not so 

much how to write a good poem or how to write a good story, but—

and I teach a class in this—how to be a writer, or how each one of 
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them is going to be a writer in America in the early 21
st

 century. So 

my performance as a writer who happens to teach, who happens to 

write what I write, is very important. The course I teach is called 

The Construction of Authorship, and looks historically at writers as 

writers. We look at books that have writers as characters—oh, there’s 

another influence, Gertrude Stein. Part of their assignment is to take 

their own jacket cover picture, and we look at the history of the 

author photo. For me teaching is a kind of space where I can think 

about the things I want to think about, and often that is exactly the 

same as what my young student writers want to think about: What is 

it to be a writer? Another way that teaching influences my writing 

and vice versa is that I like to think that my graduate program and 

my classroom are kind of Montessori-based operations; that is, I’m 

not interested in transferring secrets or knowledge in a passive way 

to people listening to me talk. Instead I like to create interesting 

environments and tell the students to play, and in that context, I go 

play, too. So, a lot of my work is sort of interesting prompts, and the 

students then have to figure out what they’re doing and I’m going to 

do the same sort of thing. 
 

Dorsel:  What do you have your students read? 
 

Martone:  In the Construction of Authorship course, we read Jack 

London’s Martin Eden, Hemingway’s A Moveable Feast, Gertrude 

Stein’s The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, and Robert 

McAlmon’s Being Geniuses Together, about that period of writing 

construction, and then we go on into Kerouac’s On the Road and 

Joyce Johnson’s Minor Characters. We take it all the way up to, say, 

biographies and articles about Raymond Carver and Donald 

Barthelme. Janet Malcolm’s book on Sylvia Plath, and the problem 

of writing a poetic biography, is also in that class. And I mentioned 

what the students are now reading in the rural and agricultural class, 

which is really on writing about place, about landscape and nature.  

 I should also say that what I’ve been doing in my workshops 

most recently is—you know the traditional workshop does maybe 
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two or three stories a semester—what’s now called a hypoxic 

workshop. I have twelve students in the class. Instead of doing three 

students one week, three the next, and finally coming back around, 

all twelve students turn in, and we critique, a story each week. That 

means we only critique it for ten minutes, but everybody’s writing 

stories every week. So that’s what they’re reading. 
 

Dorsel:  I think everyone would agree that a writing teacher’s 

objective should not be to make the student write like him/her. 

However, it’s obvious that, consciously or not, some teachers do 

this. How do you overcome the tendency to want your students to 

take your work as a model? 
 

Martone:  I guess the best way is by first making the student aware 

that all stories are models, that if I’m anything I’m a formalist, I’m 

interested in the forms stories can take. Especially for realistic 

narrative writers, I think one of the things I try to teach is not to 

write like me but to be aware that what you’re writing, no matter 

what it is, is a form and you can switch back and forth between these 

forms for different effects and different results. In that sense, if 

they’re replicating me at all it isn’t in the style or particular choices in 

their own work, but perhaps they are replicating my kind of world 

view, which is to celebrate and look around at the variety of things 

that you can do, or at least I hope so. That’s what I mean by 

formalism. Usually the kind of thing I do gets caught up in a binary: 

either the traditional story, or the avant-garde and experimental. I’m 

not so taken by those definitions because I think the avant-garde or 

the experimental has basically been non-narrative or non-realistic. 

But those are categories that seem to have been around for a long 

time, and various writers pick them up at different times for 

different reasons to create different effects. If I can teach anything, I 

can teach my student writers to recognize this variety of categories 

that go toward creating any one story—that a story could be realistic 

and non-narrative, a story could be realistic and narrative, a story 

could be irrealistic and non-narrative, it could be fabulist and 
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narrative or not narrative, it could be in the form of a collage, or in 

the form of a letter, or in the form of a recipe. What I try to indicate 

to the students is that I don’t have a sense of a kind of perfect story 

that we’re all aspiring to, I just have a sense of all these various 

choices. When they read each other’s work, I try to have them, and 

have myself, describe what is before us, not prescribe to the writer 

what it should be. If you’re a formalist you’re looking at whatever is 

on the page and saying well, this is the kind of animal it is. It’s a 

giraffe or it’s a lion, and I don’t have any interest in making a story 

that presents itself as a giraffe into a lion, I just want to make sure 

that the writer knows he or she is producing giraffes. 
 

Dorsel:  Well, some people in workshops really want to turn your 

giraffes into lions, but you already know that.  
 

Martone:  That’s right, that’s right, and there are some people who 

say that really is my business—I mean they sort of approach it as an 

editor. I think an editor has every right to do that, an editor who is, 

as you are, making your magazine in your vision. But in a workshop 

it’s not my goal to create a magazine-like thing. I don’t have a 

magazine called “Michael Martone, The Magazine.” I’m not asking 

my writers to come up to particular standards. 
 

Dorsel:  Do you think writing teachers, generally speaking, are aware 

of how much power they have over their students? Because they do. 
 

Martone:  I think so. I think they’re aware of that power, but 

perhaps they’re not aware that they employ that power. A writer I 

really like, William Stafford, used to say, when he came to 

workshops, “No praise, no blame.” He recognized that if I critique 

you, there’s no difference between telling you that your story is a 

piece of crap and telling you that your story is the best thing since 

sliced bread. Both of those things, whether praise or condemnation, 

really just communicate that I’m in a position to make those 

judgments. So it is, I think, crucial to remind the students that I’m 
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here to give them a very good description of what they are doing—

and then the student can judge whether he or she wants to be doing 

it—as opposed to the critical or editorial response, where it is about 

the power differential. 
 

Dorsel:  You teach in a low-residency program, in which students 

have intense, focused, semester-long mentor relationships with one 

advisor at a time. Do you think that in this format a teacher has 

greater influence on a student than in a residential program, which 

you also teach in? 
 

Martone:  Well, I don’t know if it’s greater; I do think it’s different. I 

think also that students who go to a residential program or a low-

residency program are usually different. My sense of the difference—

and I’ve been teaching at Warren Wilson since the late ’80s, and 

since 1981 in residential programs—is that students in low-residency 

programs are usually older and are usually paying for the program, 

whereas all the students at Alabama are on fellowships. None of the 

students I’ve taught at Warren Wilson have been on fellowships, so 

there’s been a cash nexus as well. I think that focuses both the 

teacher and the student on what actually one wants to accomplish. 

And I enjoy that; I want a student who knows what he or she wants 

out of this relationship. When they’re younger and in a regular 

residency program, one of the things I have to teach them is that I’m 

not going to tell them anything, because school up to that time has 

been telling them that the teacher knows everything, just go there 

and you’ll find out what the teacher knows. The low-residency 

program people are not paying for that, they’re paying for this more 

descriptive response: I’m helping you see what you’ve already found 

out for yourself. With the younger students, you have to convince 

them that what they know about storytelling and literature is actually 

pretty valuable.  

 And, I think that because older students have gone back to 

school or are making a transition, they’re more aware of the artifice, 

of the making of things. They realize that the writing, and their own 
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lives, are actually springing from decisions that they will make, 

because they’ve made this decision to go back to school. The 

younger students haven’t had that existential moment pressed on 

them, so it’s harder for them to see the stories they will write, the art 

they will create, as kind of a simulation of life. You make certain 

decisions—I’m going to write in first person or in the second person, 

I’m going to write in the past tense or the future tense—and you live 

with the consequences of those decisions. That’s for writing, but 

that’s also for life, and in some senses they haven’t experienced that. 

When I teach in a residency program, I try to make them aware of 

the choices they make with their lives and the choices they make in 

their writing. The students who are older, that’s the curriculum 

that’s now right in front of them. I think there are advantages and 

disadvantages to the two kinds of programs; one is good in certain 

ways and the other is good in other ways.  
 

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

teacher’s writing? 
 

Martone:  When I talk to students about where they should go, I 

always say that really should be way down on the list, because you 

can like someone’s writing and he or she can be not just a terrible 

teacher but a terrible human being. Right now in universities the big 

thing is assessment, and there’s this great new website, too, that 

assesses the different programs, and they use things like: Do the 

graduates of this program go on to teach in programs? Do they 

produce books? But they don’t do something that I think is really 

important—I want to inculcate in my students, both low-residency 

and residency, a habit of writing. I would love to see a longitudinal 

study of ten years out: Are you still writing? Is writing still an 

intrinsically interesting thing for you to do? That’s mainly my task, 

to make people habitual writers, not “good” writers. 
 

Dorsel:  You’re aware of the phenomenon of the post-MFA slump. 

Why do you think that happens?  



 

Vivian Dorsel 

 112 

Martone:  Well, I think it has to do with a couple of things—while 

MFA programs tend to create the idea that you’re a writer and that 

you’re making things, most of the education has to do with 

becoming a critic. That’s one reason why I’m now doing these 

hypoxic workshops. I would much rather have the students talking 

about their writing and being writers, as opposed to being critics of 

other people’s writing. A traditional workshop really teaches people 

how to talk about other people’s stories as a critic. What that creates 

in the writers is this anticipatory type of criticism, so that they sit 

down to write and they begin to imagine what Susan will say in the 

workshop, or what Bob will say in the workshop, so they won’t put 

that into their writing. Part of the design of this workshop I’m doing 

now is that they don’t have a chance to talk about each other’s 

stories in that critical way, so they can’t naturalize it into a critical 

response. Back to William Stafford, when he was asked what about 

writer’s block, or what about the slump, he just said, if you can’t 

write, lower your standards. What happens is that the programs are 

so often interested in standards, in writing “good” stories, that they 

forget that it’s really about teaching writing, and that whether it’s 

good or bad is not really my lookout. My job is to get you to write, 

to get you to enjoy writing, and that is the good. 
 

Dorsel:  Well, presumably these people come into these programs 

because they do enjoy writing. 
 

Martone:  Exactly. The big paradox is that they come here and then 

they leave with writing being a chore. There’s an educational writer 

named Alfie Kohn who talks about the Pizza Hut Reading Program. 

That’s the same thing. The whole idea of the Pizza Hut Reading 

Program was that it would help kids read more, but what it actually 

does is make reading a chore to get what you really want, which is 

the pizza. So, here you have people who like to write, but then all of 

a sudden you say: but it doesn’t count if you write poorly, you have 

to write well to be published, or to be monetarily rewarded. Then 

they begin saying: well, this is terrible, I really want to get to the 
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money, I really want to get to the fame, and the writing itself isn’t 

enjoyable. It’s incredibly complex, and that’s one reason I like Lewis 

Hyde’s book, The Gift, too—to try to disengage that and say that 

there’s intrinsic value and worth to it.  

 I got into this argument with a colleague of mine; I’ve heard him 

and several other colleagues say, well, I don’t know why we’re 

teaching these students because not all of them are going to be good 

writers, and so much of their writing is bad. The guy I was talking to 

happens to be a marathon runner, so I said to him, when you run 

these marathons in Boston and New York, you line up right up in 

front with the Kenyans, don’t you, because you’re going to win that 

marathon? And he said, well, no. And I said, if you’re not going to 

win the marathon, then why are you running it? And he said, well, 

you know, there are other benefits to it, health benefits, it makes me 

feel good, it makes me feel that I’ve really done something. And I 

said, then why do you insist that your students all win the marathon? 

And, why do you think that writing and publishing is a marathon, 

that has only one winner? Yes, many of my students will never 

publish in The New Yorker—I have never published in The New 
Yorker—but that doesn’t mean that they’re losers, or bad writers, or 

that the writing that they do doesn’t have the other benefits, both 

personally and culturally. I like to think that we are a better culture 

in general because we have people who are writing. I don’t care if 

the writing is good or bad; I think writing is intrinsically good. It is a 

value. And not only that, there are many, many ways to tell a story, 

or to write a poem. There are many, many ways to be an author, 

and I think a lot of MFA programs do not pay attention enough to 

the notion that they’re preparing that kind of writer, as opposed to 

the kind of writer that everyone agrees is a successful writer, a 

winning writer—you must publish here, you must do these things, or 

none of it counts. Back to your original question, that’s why people 

go into a slump, because what they have learned from the MFA 

program is, either you publish here and do this, or it’s all a failure. 

Why should you write, given that lesson? 
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Dorsel:  You started out writing poetry, and then changed to prose. 

In a way, your fictions and essays—many of which are assemblages of 

short, lyrical pieces—are mini-collections of poems or prose poems. 

Do you ever give your fiction students poetry assignments? 
 

Martone:  I don’t give them specifically poetry assignments. I do sort 

of prompt them, as we were just talking about, about writing a lot. 

The workshop that I’m now doing in fiction is pretty much what a 

poetry workshop is. If you have twelve people writing poems every 

week, you can do twelve poems. So, it isn’t so much that I 

specifically say to them, write something poetic, but I think I treat 

their writing as poetry. I think it’s also true that poetry workshops 

tend to be more formalistic; that is, poets will talk about the way 

something looks on a page, about the concrete construction of 

words and their arrangement, far more than in prose workshops. A 

prose workshop will just go with the default of their computer, and 

make paragraphs in one column, and won’t want to even talk about 

that as an artistic choice, whereas poetry does talk about that. They 

talk about it as a made thing, so in that sense, too, I like to get my 

prose writers thinking that they are not just writing in the abstract, 

but that they are actually making a thing. They’re making this 

manuscript; they’re putting words on the page in certain 

conventional ways that they could actually change or question. It’s a 

physical thing; it’s a material thing. 
 

Dorsel:  You obviously have a good time writing. Do you think of 

writing as a form of play and, if so, have you always thought of it that 

way? 
 

Martone:  Yes, I always have. One of the things I did as an 

undergraduate is write poems for hire, just going up to people and 

saying, “Would you like a poem today? On what subject?” We did 

this on our own, a group of us. We would just write things, on any 

subject, in about ten minutes, and I always said it would be just as 

good as any Hallmark card, and I could put the color of your lover’s 
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eyes in the poem if you wanted. I think it was play, but it was serious 

play because I charged money to do this, so it brought up those 

questions about the relationship of art to money and to vocation as 

opposed to mere employment; it brought up questions of what is 

good or bad, and questions of who the audience is, what the 

audience desires from your writing. Yeah, for a long time I thought 

of it as serious adult play. 
 

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

Martone:  No, not really. 
 

Dorsel:  What do you advise your students to do about writer’s 

block? 
 

Martone:  I usually go with some of those notions that we already 

talked about, especially the Stafford notion, lower your standards. 

What writer’s block seems to be is your own inability to turn off that 

critical response that’s preventing you from writing, so I try to find 

ways of doing that. I have a revision assignment which I think is 

good for this kind of thing, and that’s revision from memory, where 

you take a look at whatever you’ve written and put it away so you 

can’t see it, and then sit down and try to write it exactly like it was 

already written. That takes away the anxiety, which I think is 

stultifying, that you have to make it better. All I’m asking you to do 

is make it exactly the same. And so, of course, in a story of more 

than two pages, you’re going to make changes. At the end, the same 

writer has now made two different versions. Now is the time to say, I 

like this one better than the other one, as opposed to forcing 

yourself always to make something better.  

 I also tell them the notion of landing on an aircraft carrier. It is 

one of the hardest things human beings have devised for themselves, 

to land an airplane at 120 knots on a deck the size of a football field 

in the middle of the night in a storm at sea. They workshop those 

landings right after that; nobody ever gets them right, but the fact 
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that they haven’t crashed the 40 million dollar airplane or drowned 

in the sea, that’s success. And you can get back in and try it again. 

The fact that it wasn’t a perfect landing, who cares?  

 But writers tend to elevate it: if I can’t stick the landing, if I can’t 

get this perfect, then I shouldn’t do it. I just tell them, you have to 

begin thinking of this stuff as the Navy thinks of it, as controlled 

crashes. Your stories and your poems will never be perfect. They 

are attempts; you are approaching something, and the key thing is 

for you to keep on attempting, keep on flying, not making that 

landing the perfect landing. So, finally, you write the perfect story. 

What then? Talk about true writer’s block. I really screw them up 

then, when I say to them, you know it’s true, you don’t want to think 

about this, but maybe you’ve already written your best story. You’ve 

got 40 years ahead of you now and it’s all downhill. So, yeah, maybe 

you should give up, because if you’re thinking that way, that you’re 

going to be progressively better and better and better, and 

somewhere out there is perfection, well, you’re bound to run into 

blocks. And not only that, but what can bring it on is actually 

something that you’re pretty happy with. But if you try to free your 

approach to stories which has to do with making something good or 

bad as opposed to just making something, then I think you don’t 

run into the block problem. That’s another assignment I like to give 

my students, to write something bad. What often happens, of 

course, is that you can point out that it isn’t bad, you can’t write bad, 

because of the reframing or because of just the fact that you were 

intentionally writing bad, so if you succeed in writing bad 

intentionally, it’ll be read as a good thing. That should prove that the 

least interesting thought in all this business is whether something is 

good or bad. 
 

Dorsel:  Joyce’s stated intention for Ulysses was to create such an 

accurate picture of Dublin that, if the city were destroyed, it could 

be reconstructed from the book.  
 

Martone:  Yeah, I love that. 
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Dorsel:  Of course this was an exaggeration, but I sometimes have 

the impression that you’re trying to do something similar with 

Indiana, or specifically with the city of Fort Wayne—to leave a 

cumulative portrait—kind of a story quilt—that will enable people to 

understand the place where you come from. Do you think that’s 

what you’re doing? 
 

Martone:  Yes, I think so, and I like another metaphor: Borges 

imagines a map that is in a one-to-one correspondence with what is 

mapped, so that you unfold it and it immediately matches up one-to-

one. But I like to think that I can actually make a map that is more 

detailed, that it would be like a television that is overly defined, 

more information per pixel than actually exists in the world. I think 

that’s a nice thing to try for, a superrealism. 
 

Dorsel:  Then you see not only what’s visible, but beneath the 

surface. 
 

Martone:  Exactly. We all know how to do it the other way. A guy I 

work with at Warren Wilson is Pete Turchi, and his book about 

cartography and writing is very, very interesting. You can do it the 

other way and say that all writing, like maps, is a kind of distortion, 

and you distort for certain specific reasons; the maps of Indiana, 

Illinois, and Alabama are distorted one way so that they’re more 

accurate on a north-south axis, but the maps of Tennessee and 

Kentucky are distorted another way to be more accurate on an east-

west axis. They’re distorted to get a more accurate view in one 

particular way, and that’s what stories do as well. I guess my 

distortion is to sort of super-saturate the information. As I said, I’m 

much more interested in creating a ground situation than the actual 

Dublin. That’s one thing Joyce said he wanted to do, but he also 

wanted to animate a story. Often I’m pretty pleased just with super-

saturating a place, and allowing the animation to happen in other 

ways than just telling a story about it. 
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Dorsel:  Do you think that living outside Indiana makes it harder or 

easier for you to write about it? Regarding Nick Carraway’s 

experience in The Great Gatsby, you alluded to “Leaving home, the 

Midwest, in order to see home clearly…” So, do you think you see it 

more clearly from a distance? 
 

Martone:  Yeah, in another place, I talk about how, living in a flat 

place like the Midwest, things such as windmills and water towers, 

and tall buildings in Chicago, say, are very important to me. For the 

Midwest, too, so much is about airplanes and the flyover. The way 

to see it is to get outside in some direction. If you can’t get outside 

of it you go up and look down upon it. I think it’s true of all writing, 

that kind of defamiliarization. Writing about New York in some 

ways is incredibly hard because it’s been written so much, yet it is 

the job of the writer even there is to slow your perception down, to 

see these things that we get used to. Grace Paley said her job was to 

make her student writers be dumb again, and we talk about the 

childlike vision. I think that’s always the case, whether it’s actually 

physically moving outside of a place, or whether there are ways that 

you can bring a child’s vision to the same place to break the 

functional fixedness. It’s also very important that art does that for 

the reader; it actually takes them out of the place. I hope people in 

Indiana read my stuff and say, well, this is and is not Indiana, or this 

is Indiana that I can see again; I’ve been living in it, but the book 

itself has taken me out of this place. 
 

Dorsel:  Your most recent book, Racing in Place, seems particularly 

nostalgic to me, especially the title piece, a childhood race-day 

reminiscence subtitled “33 Hoosier Haiku.” What sparked the 

pieces in this book? 
 

Martone:  Many of them were occasional pieces, including the one 

you just mentioned; I was commissioned to do them. The original 

piece, “Racing in Place,” was from a book called A Year in Place; 
the editors approached twelve writers and said pick a month, and 
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then write about a place in that month. So, when they got around to 

me, May was one of the months that was left. I was lucky; I was very 

lucky because of course I wanted to write about Indiana, and May 

had that connection with Indiana and with radios and with 

Memorial Day, which was by definition about memory. The 

memory of Memorial Day for me was going around and around in a 

circle, which is a kind of metaphor for memory. One worries this 

memory, you go around and around with it. So, yeah, it was really 

fortunate that May was still available. I’d say most of those, the 

pregnancy essay, the essay about the Seven Dwarfs, and several 

others, were specifically invited by the editors of various magazines 

and books.  
 

Dorsel:  What are you working on now? 
 

Martone:  Well, on several things. I’m working on Four for a 
Quarter,  a book of short fictions which is a collection of various 

“four” pieces—talk about an arbitrary number—but I do like that 

particular form—sort of one, two, three, four—the asymmetry and 

symmetry of four, the musicality of it, the squareness of it. I’m also 

working on a book of science fiction stories currently called Amish 
in Space, and again it’s about Indiana, but it’s about Indiana in the 

future; Indiana in the future is just as boring as Indiana in the 

present. Another book I’m working on is a book of interviews. I’ve 

spent the last year doing many, many interviews, and as a formalist 

I’m very much interested in the form of interviews. I’ve tried to do 

them in different forms. I did an interview with Cranky magazine in 

the form of postcards, I’ve done e-mail interviews, person-to-person 

interviews, and over the phone tape-recorded ones. I’m also 

interested in where I repeat myself, and why I repeat myself, and 

how when I think I’m repeating myself I actually change from 

answer to answer. 
 

Dorsel:  That leads perfectly into my last question: You say you like 

the frame of a story to be transparent—for the story to masquerade 
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as another form, and to be published as that form, the way you did 

with some of the entries in The Blue Guide to Indiana, or the 

contributor’s notes in Michael Martone. How would you feel if 

someone published a fictional piece called “An Interview with 

Michael Martone” which was actually invented from beginning to 

end; i.e., the author never actually interviewed you, never asked you 

a single question, just made the whole thing up? 
 

Martone:  I’d love that.  
 

Dorsel:  How would anyone know I haven’t done that with this 

interview? 
 

Martone:  They wouldn’t. But this, in fact, is not a fictional 

interview. Right? 
 

Dorsel:  Right.  
 

Martone:  Or is it? 
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