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Introduction

 


This has all been a selfish act. It is rare
that a young man gets to interview all of his idols, that he gets
to ask them all the questions he wants answers to, but that is what
I have done here. I can think of no better way for a young writer
to begin his writing life than in the way this collection has
allowed.

It is my opinion that the writers gathered
together in this interview collection are some of the best in
contemporary literary fiction. I admit making such a claim in the
overcrowded literary period that we live in today is difficult to
prove. Today there are more books being published than ever before
and many of them come with a support group of literary journals
(both print and online) to praise them. A significant amount of
these books are written by MFA graduates and many of them are short
story collections in the Realist genre. Indeed, to say that a
particular group of writers is better than the rest requires some
explanation.

I say these writers are the best because they
have managed the kind of synthesis that the majority of Realist
writers have not. Most Realist writers are stuck in what many call
the nineteenth century model of Realism, a style of fiction that
has become as formulaic as the tricks of post-modern fiction or the
depressed “I” of Confessionalist poetry. When writers borrow from
the canonical Realists from Mark Twain to Raymond Carver, they
learn to mimic the styles that made fiction by these authors
original. When a writer borrows too heavily on the past they will
fail to develop their own aesthetic. Most of what comes out of the
small presses, which has become the territory for all things
literary, mimics traditional Realism. What I find unique about this
group of contemporary writers is their experiments with traditional
Realism and post-modernism.

Many of the writers have as their central
settings and characters a working-class aesthetic. But there is
something about the term that bothers me. The literary world, at
least the present conception of it, is one that looks down at such
titles. To say that a writer is working-class and literary
seems to be an oddity. Despite the fact that our current age is one
that is over with the high theory of post-modernism, we are
suffering through the residual effects of it. Many literature
departments, for example, are saturated with cultural studies
theory, which is a way of looking at art through a
cultural-social-political lens as opposed to an aesthetic lens. Our
current literary readership, which has close ties to these
literature departments, will often regard a working-class writer as
one whose primary objective is to comment on the
cultural-social-political aspects of the world.

It is rare that a working-class writer of the
past has been truly considered an artist. I have in mind a few
examples of how associating oneself with the working-class can also
mean labeling oneself an outcast in the world of literary art.
Today most literary readers would not regard Jack London as
literary. Writers like Nelson Algren and Erskine Caldwell are
usually passed over for writers like Saul Bellow and John
Steinbeck—the last of which is likely to be found in a history
class, not a literature class.

Meta-Realism is a term used by Eric Miles
Williamson when discussing some Working-Class writers. In
Williamson’s “Toni Morrison and the School of American
Meta-Realism,” we read: “The American Meta-Realists tend to be
didactic, to write about the destitute, the morose, the downtrodden
and the wicked, apt subjects for preaching.” He also writes that
the words on the pages of these Meta-Realist novels are heavily
stylistic: at times “self-consciously deliberate,” sometimes
“quirky and jolting,” or “brilliant and strange,” “lush,” “stark,”
“poetic.”

These descriptions should come as no surprise
once we realize the origins of the most influential in this group.
Williamson, George Williams, Steven Gutierrez, JD Smith, and others
have either been past students of Donald Barthelme at the
University of Houston’s Creative Writing program in the ’90s; or,
they have had an affiliation with the American Book Review
and Fiction Collective’s founder Ronald Sukenick.

It is from these older writers that the
Meta-Realists were instructed. But like all great writers they hide
their influence well. The influence of Barthelme and Sukenick is
difficult to detect because the subject matter of these writers is
so different. The Meta-Realists are often called Working-Class
Realists because their subject matter concerns several parts of our
country that had previously been neglected in most literary
realism: the Appalachian south, the Midwest, the Rust Belt, Mexican
colonias, ghettoes, and white trash neighborhoods of America. Their
characters, which are products of those surroundings, are laborers,
alcoholics, drug-addicts, prostitutes, runaways, and in some cases,
community college instructors.

Maybe I had first began to notice the influx
of working-class fiction when I started sifting through the many
review copies sent to the American Book Review, where I was
an editorial assistant. Many of these were from independent and
university presses. Many of them had book jackets that said things
like, “The best writer of his generation” or “chronicling the state
of contemporary America,” which were of course all grossly
hyperbolic statements—if you ever want to find something to laugh
at while browsing through a bookstore, read the backs of the books
under the New Author’s section. If you are a writer, reviewer or
critic, or just someone who keeps up with literary fiction and
poetry in this country, you know that much of the Realist work that
is published does not reflect the reality of our times,
economically or socially.

To take the working-class as your primary
subject matter is a unique one for contemporary literary Realism.
When asked to comment on the state of contemporary Realism the
writers gathered here will answer that they too are upset with what
most authors are doing with the Realist form. But their concern has
more to do with the content, not the model. For example, Ron
Cooper’s response to my question about the state of contemporary
American fiction was:

 


Big presses get big from selling many books.
You can do that primarily by publishing pabulum. How many times can
you pick up a novel from a big publishing house and read about
another upper-middle class New Yorker needing therapy because
somebody hurt their precious feelings or they’re worried that Daddy
might cut them out of the will? Some small presses publish junk,
too, but even the junk tends to be adventurous or about a segment
of the population not represented on the best seller
lists.

 


Essayist and poet, JD Smith provided a good
anecdote for the disconnect between the big literary presses and
readers:

 


I am reminded of a story I recently started
reading in The New Yorker...[b]y the middle of the first
column someone had walked into a room with a basket of
“courgettes.”...You don’t have to be Bakhtin to know that this word
choice indicated the story was by, for, and about a very narrow
slice of the American population. I didn’t finish the story. This
speaks to the larger disconnect between academic and publishing
culture and potential readers who are left out in the
cold.

 


If literary Realism is supposed to create a
world that informs the one that its readers live in, then subject
matter is as important now as it ever was. To insist that the novel
being published by the big presses is the highest form of literary
Realism is to do what every other American establishment has done
with this country: ignore the reality of the working-class. From
this you could gather that what the working-class writers are doing
is a political act. Again, this was a sentiment that resonated
through many of the authors I interviewed. For instance, Juan
Ochoa’s opinion was:

 


I think Mexican-American authors need to break
away from the “I’m a poor Mexican, please love me anyway” story and
get down to the business of freeing our people. We have a drug war
to stop. Our kids are being taken from us and put in foster care
because of a draconian marijuana prohibition policy. Walls are
literally going up to keep people who look like me out of this
country. I can’t be the only Mexican in America that sees something
wrong with all of this.

 


Patrick Michael Finn’s response was just as
interesting:

 


If writers don’t know what the fuck is going
on in the world, their writing will ultimately turn out disposable.
I suspect there are quite a few writers whose version of staying
informed is an hour of “All Things Considered” on the way home from
their comfy gigs at the U. I don’t hear them yelling about Obama’s
NSA spying program, for instance. Lots of complicit, well-meaning
white liberals out there are churning out books, as far as I can
see.

 


Take a look at presses like Crab Orchard Press
and Press 53 or the fiction and poetry that is published in the top
five journals in this country and you’ll find work that speaks to a
readership that is more graduate university educated than
working-class. So really, Realism for Realist writers, and, more
importantly, literary journal editors, means literature with themes
that surround upper-class domestic issues and armchair intellectual
nods to Nietzsche.

What the working-class writers are doing
better than any other literary movement in this country is writing
Realism that matters in an artistic way and a didactic way.
It has been a long time since writers have done this. When we think
of the characters, places, and plots of the books I am talking
about, we find that they are each particularly original. Ron
Cooper’s Purple Jesus takes place in the South Carolina Low
Country, its main characters Purvis Driggers and Martha Umphlett
conspire together to raid an old man’s house only to find him dead
and poor; Williamson’s Welcome to Oakland follows T-Bird
Murphy as he strikes out on a number of working-class occupations
including garbage man and mechanic; Christine Granados’s Brides
and Sinners in El Chuco features a variety of narrators
chronicling the Mexican-American experience in El Paso; Michael
Gills’ novel Go Love and the short story collection Why I
Lie follow two country philosophers and lovers in the lush
region of the Arkansas Ozarks; Joseph D. Haske’s North Dixie
Highway takes place in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula and follows
army veteran Buck Metzger’s quest for revenge, or at least an end
to a generations’ long family feud.

Through these works the illustration of a
particular working-class aesthetic and moral becomes vividly
apparent. The characters that populate these books do not become
the straw dog constructions of writers who prop up their work with
political agendas. This is often the problem with traditional
American Realists like Steinbeck and Dreiser. Though they may not
have failed at creating realistic worlds that brought pleasure to
the reader, these novelists certainly failed at developing
characters that were realistic and complex.

Writing literary fiction about the
working-class presents this unique kind of problem that involves
aesthetics and morals. I think of the famous argument between John
Gardner and William Gass over Gardner’s philosophy of fiction as
presented in On Moral Fiction and Gass’ own thoughts in
fiction first defended in Fiction and the Figures of Life.
High post-modern fiction in this country solved the issue by simply
throwing didactics in fiction out the window. Gass was right to
insist that fiction be aesthetically superior, to delight in that
manner. When he says in the Gass/Gardner debate that a fiction’s
goal is to “move into a realm where everything is held in
suspension,” we understand that the world created is then set off
into its own development of actions and responses, of which a sense
of morals are constructed and observed by the reader as the
narrative develops.

In my experience reading the American fiction
published after the turn of this century, I have observed that many
have not learned much from this important debate. What continues to
pass for great literary fiction in this country can be categorized
in two major genres: the first is work that is a poor imitation of
the post-modern Experimental era; and the second, is the kind of
upper-class realist novel that speaks to a certain small aspect of
the American readership. The former is most relevant in the work
published by experimental presses like Fiction Collective 2 and
Dzanc books, whose works may at times be entertaining but never in
that lasting way that their predecessors, Sukenick, Federman, and
Gass were. The latter are simply traditional novelists who are
nostalgic for a time when writers like Cheever and Updike were the
most successful of the east coast publishing
establishment.

 


 


My immersion in literary fiction began when I
was an editorial assistant at American Book Review.
Victoria, Texas, the small town where American Book Review
is housed, doesn’t allow much for a young intellectual to do but
read. So, I read. I logged about twenty new books each morning and
in the afternoon reviewed drafts of essays and reviews with
then-editor David C. Felts. Afterwards, I stayed behind and had my
choice of the hundreds of new books that had arrived at the
ABR office that month. I would clear the editing table and
read. Initially I read until about seven in the evening and then
went to my small apartment. At home I read through stacks of old
editions of the American and English versions of the Norton
Anthology, complete works of the major fiction and poetry
writers of the American Canon, and literary theory books like Eric
Auerbach’s Mimesis, Richard Poirier’s A World Elsewhere:
The Place of Style in American Literature, and Northrop Frye’s
Anatomy of Criticism. At the apartment I usually made a
sandwich and read until I fell asleep. But once I realized that
nobody really cared whether I stayed at the ABR office until
the late hours of the night; I figured I would stay until around
one in the morning when hired laborers would come to clean the
office and wax the floors.

When Jeffrey DiLeo, the editor of ABR
got word how late I was staying he had a key made for me so I could
open up the office in the morning. Now I could start my day reading
for a few hours—I usually opened the office around six—and end the
day with more reading. My editorial duties became a break from the
real work I was doing: familiarizing myself with contemporary
fiction. Later, I was given the task of scanning all of the old
ABR issues into PDFs. It was a job that I would not finish,
but I did get to read every single issue of ABR from the
very beginning when Sukenick featured writers like Barthelme,
Federman, and Gass regularly.

It was after this education at ABR that
I felt confident in reviewing books. Two publishers in particular
were publishing books that were similar in content to what I had
started reviewing, Texas Review Press and Raw Dog Screaming Press.
Through these publishers I eventually found books by Gills, Smith,
Richard Burgin, Larry Fondation, Haske—whose book I designed—and
Paul Ruffin (Managing Editor of Texas Review Press). Most of these
writers were referred to as working-class fiction authors because
they were writing about people who lived paycheck-to-paycheck, or
worse.

This interview collection came along when I
left ABR and began studying fiction with Williamson in the
Texas Rio Grande Valley. I was still reviewing books, but mostly
working and trying to figure out what it was that I wanted to write
about. Stray Dogs, a working-class writers anthology, was
being put together and its publication was to coincide with the
authors’ meeting at NoirCon in Philadelphia, an arts conference
with discussions on the history of Noir literature and
film.

Williamson suggested I go with him to NoirCon
and meet the rest of this group of working-class writers. The idea
of interviewing them came about because of my interest in their
work, how they went about creating it, and how it spoke to many
readers like myself who found it difficult balancing their artistic
aspirations with their working-class background. It also came about
because with the exception of knowing Williamson and Haske at the
time I hadn’t really known many of the other published writers in
the group. Interviewing them would give me a chance to avoid small
talk and get right into asking them questions I wanted to know
about their work, which would hopefully provide some further
guidance for my goal in becoming a better reader and
critic.

Williamson would be delivering the keynote
speech at NoirCon, and Haske, Gills, Finn, Cooper, and William
Hastings would be on a panel discussing working-class fiction and
its relationship to the Noir genre. I had no obligation but to hang
around and ask them questions about their work. So I
did.

We met at bars where I tried to differentiate
their voices from all the other people laughing and shouting at
bartenders, all the while pushing my tape recorder closer to their
side of the bar table, or scribbling their responses in short hand.
Other times we’d be walking the backstreets late at night in the
autumn cold and a single question would strike off a long
meditative answer. Some of the initial questions for the interview
were done by email if I couldn’t get ahold of the
writer.

This interview collection really came about by
reference: I interviewed the guys at NoirCon and they pointed me in
another direction to other writers who would be interested. I
figured this would be the best method at getting like-minded
writers into the collection. But, there were other writers who
either couldn’t answer my questions because of time restraints or
other projects—on both parts. This collection represents some of
the best working-class writers producing work today. There are
others, however, like Christine Granados, Dagoberto Gilb, Jodi
Angel, and Tim Z. Hernandez who I would have loved to include.
Their work would have helped illustrate just how large this genre
is, but again, time for this project was a restraint. In
interviewing any of the writers I had really only one thought on my
mind: what questions are going to help me, a young writer
struggling with form, voice, aesthetics, and politics? I say this
is all about me and it is. I’m a writer, but I’m late to the game.
Many readers, I’m sure are in the same position, I hope this
collection of interviews helps them along the way.

 


—Daniel M. Mendoza
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The Literary Merit of Working-Class
Fiction

 


The working-class writer is a strange artist
in our politically correct climate. Blacks, Latinos, LGBTQ, and
others have voices, but it is rare that the working-class is given
attention in this conversation of “minority” voices. Granted they
are not a racial minority, but they are definitely an
underrepresented voice in the literary community—and perhaps the
art community at large.

The writers I’m talking about include males,
females, minorities, as well as writers from all genders and sexual
orientations. They have produced novels, short stories, and
novellas since the early 2000s up until our current year. They
write books about the working-class, which can be defined by Ron
Cooper as books about “real people and real issues that Americans
face, with real worries, not just things like their portfolios or
investments.” Some of the characters include Eric Miles
Williamson’s T-Bird Murphy, a guniter from Oakland, California; Ron
Cooper’s Purvis Driggers, a propane deliveryman from the
Appalachian Low Country; and, Stephen D. Gutierrez’s Steve, a
community college instructor from East Los Angeles. Others,
however, are absolutely poor, homeless, and degenerate. Michael
Gills’s Jack Smith from his short story collection Why I Lie
is one example. Joseph D. Haske’s army veteran, Buck Metzger from
his novel North Dixie Highway is another. Still, some of the
major characters are children, like Christine Granados’s Lily in
the short story “The Bride” and Patrick Michael Finn’s orphan black
boy, Louis from the short story “For the Sake of His Sorrowful
Passion.”

These contemporary writers are not just
writing about the working-class, but they are from the
working-class—or in some cases lower-class—and in nearly every
case, they are still a part of that class: they are living
paycheck-to-paycheck. Now I am not saying that this is a necessary
tenet of the working-class writer. I will say, though, that it
lends a certain credibility to these working-class writers that is
lost when an observational writer chooses his lab rats to be the
working-class.

The narratives these working-class authors
present are not often uplifting. The reader rarely comes across a
story from a working-class author in which there is an obvious,
optimistic conclusion. The main characters seldom end up “happily
ever after” in any sense. If we take some of the stories I just
mentioned as an example we can see a good illustration of this. In
Williamson’s first novel, East Bay Grease, T-Bird Murphy is
the main character. East Bay Grease is an unconventional
coming-of-age-narrative in which T-Bird grows up in Oakland,
California amidst an abusive, drunken mother, and a gang of Hell’s
Angels who use his mother’s house as a place for sex and drugs. The
narrative is less about T-Bird’s attempts to escape the poverty and
violence of the East Bay and more so about his desire to find his
place within it. The novel ends with T-Bird back where he began one
of his first jobs: changing tires with Pop—not his real father, but
the man who raised him—at a service station. working-class writers
who focus on shorter works are no different. Finn’s From the
Darkness Right Under Our Feet rarely features the kind of overt
optimism one may desire to see in the realism about the
working-class. The closest in Finn’s collection may be “For the
Sake of His Sorrowful Passion” whose orphaned Louis meets up with a
group of hobos, one of which gives birth. Looking out at a polluted
river the father hands Louis a warm beer and asks him to name the
child. Louis christens the baby girl, “Lousie.” This moment, as
moving as it is, is truly heart breaking. In Louis’s lending this
child his namesake, he has branded her a life similar to Louis’s,
one of random sexual abuse and deep poverty. This is all an attempt
to show a fiction that mirrors the situations many of these
characters, had they actually existed, would have faced. It is an
attempt at mimesis, a trope common in all great
literature.

Admittedly, the poverty and violence presented
in the fiction of many of these working-class writers may be
difficult for most readers to accept. It is perhaps one reason why
as a culture we cannot come to accept their work as a popular one;
its attempts at mimesis are rendered too close to reality. Other
writers, particularly Phoebe Maltz Bovy and Adam Fleming Petty
offer similar observations.

Bovy’s article “Where’s Literature’s Class
Diversity,” which appeared in the New Republic, offers the
idea that Americans don’t appeal to working-class literature
because it doesn’t offer the optimism that most readers look for in
contemporary fiction. Interestingly, this hunt for optimism can be
satisfied not just by fiction with wizards, vampires, and zombies,
but with fiction about the upper-class. After acknowledging that
more great books should be written about the poor-class, Bovy
arrives at this conclusion: “But the rich-but-troubled character
isn’t going anywhere, because there’s something appealing about a
situation where life’s more usual obstacles are stripped away
leaving only the petty or romantic ones.” Is the conclusion that
Bovy’s article arrives at supposed to speak for readers of escapist
literature or for readers of literary fiction? Or, are these
readerships no longer exclusive? The article’s appearance in the
New Republic and its earlier citations of articles from
Literary Hub and Hazlitt would leave me to believe
she is appealing to an audience familiar with and with a preference
for the aesthetics of literary fiction. The problem here is that
literary fiction, if we still consider it an art should not simply
be read for escapist purposes. I don’t take issue with Bovy
herself, in fact, I appreciate her placing this argument within a
larger reading audience, I simply take issue with the concession
that the argument makes. Part of literary fiction’s great
advantages compared to popular/escapist fiction is its ability to
challenge the reader’s views and assumptions about the world. This
idea together with literary realism has been a part of the American
tradition of literature since writers like William Dean Howells and
Mark Twain began challenging the popular romantic and sentimental
novels of their own time.

In his Electric Literature article,
“Dirty Life and Times the Past, Present, and Future of
Working-Class Literature,” Petty compares the attention Dirty
Realists—like Raymond Carver and Jayne Anne Phillips—received with
the attention many contemporary working-class writers receive. He
claims their positive reception in the 1980s was based on an
authenticity that many readers today cannot appreciate in
contemporary literary fiction. Whereas this authenticity in
“lacking things” was valued during the 1980s, today we value an
authenticity that is identified with “possessing things.” His claim
in the end is “[t]hose without the means to purchase such talismans
are inauthentic and bland.” Today, readers who encounter this
authenticity of poverty, I would add, may not necessarily find the
authors inauthentic or bland as much as disturbing. The content of
working-class fiction does not align itself with the common
assumption than many read to escape. After all, who wants to escape
from one working-class life to another? Further, readers from other
classes may not want to be reminded of our country’s own
lower-classes or perhaps our culture’s opinion of them.

Again, doesn’t this view of literature speak
against one of art’s original purposes? What is even more valuable
about the fiction of these working-class writers is not so much
their attention to reflecting a harsh reality, but their attention
to rendering works that achieve a high aesthetic and moral
complexity. “Shitty Sheila” a short story from Finn’s From the
Darkness Right Under Our Feet is about one girl’s fall into
prostitution in Joliet, Illinois. Her original plan, however, was
to meet two friends in Chicago, who were now working as strippers.
When Sheila is told she only has enough money to get to Joliet from
Kentucky she buys the ticket anyway, betting on getting in contact
with her friends in Chicago. She never gets in contact with her
friends, the last time she calls the number they gave her, the
voice on the other end says, “You call here again and I’m coming to
chop your goddamn head off” (56). The paragraph I want to point out
finds Sheila on her first day broke and homeless in
Joliet:

 


She went out to the colorless morning only
vaguely aware in her searing half-sleep that she was penniless and
stranded, the commencement of a three-day wandering during which
she ate nothing and barely slept. She tried for roughly an hour to
figure something out but when she realized there was no solution
she quit figuring and just moved, dulled and disordered by the
horns of dingy busses and freight trains, by smokestacks sending
bulbous clouds of concrete in the already concrete October sky, and
by the constant clamor of hissing and steel sounds pounding from
the plants and mills along a river she crossed over rusty green
bridges several times in her aimlessness.

 


The paragraph is made up of two long
sentences, which reflects the tiring aimlessness of what will be
Sheila’s three-day commencement into Joliet’s violent underbelly.
The adjectives do much of the work to render a clear description of
Joliet—one that should be particularly accurate to anybody familiar
with the old steel towns of the Chicagoland area. The words and
phrases “colorless morning,” “dingy busses and freight trains,”
“bulbous clouds of concrete,” “concrete October sky,” “constant
clamor of hissing and steel sounds pounding,” and “rusty green
bridges” achieve a multidimensional impression of Joliet; they are
heavy on the senses and imagination of the reader. The aesthetics’
primary achievement, though, is that it shows the contrast between
Joliet and the ideal life Sheila imagines at the end of the story.
When Sheila is diagnosed with cancer, likely from the Christmas
ornaments factory where she worked in Paducan, she reflects on the
life that those people who buy the ornaments must have “the warm
homes with families and children opening their presents under the
trees that sparkled with tinsel and glitter and strings of colored
lights like pretty picnic rockets.” Much of the aesthetic in Finn’s
work serves to not only render his character’s worlds as originally
as possible, but they should also be seen as functioning to inform
the moral complexities of the story. In “Shitty Sheila,” Finn’s
descriptions help the reader understand the relativistic morals
that exist in a world like Sheila’s. The reader understands that
Sheila’s tragedy is not simply her fall from the working-class to
the impoverished, but it is her romanticization of what an
upper-class life would be like.

American literary fiction in this new century
is as diverse as the people in our country. The current debates
about who deserves the attention of our country’s readership
highlights this, whereas the end of the previous century concerned
itself more so with the form of literary fiction. With the
proliferation of literary magazines and reviews, both in print and
online, I think it’s safe to say that literary realism and
experimental fiction can exist alongside one another. Perhaps much
of the debate in this new century will continue to concern itself
with the varying voices of American literary fiction. I add to this
that what is necessary to recognize is these varying voices should
not only be relegated to the color of one’s skin or sexual or
gender orientation, but by social class, as well. In light of this
acknowledgement, people will find that reading the literary realism
of the working-class may offer great insight into the aesthetic and
moral experiences of much of our country’s citizens.
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Working-Class Fiction Symposium

(NoirCon, October 2014)

 


William Hastings edited Stray Dogs, a
collection of working-class fiction published by Down & Out
Books. Shortly after the printing date, NoirCon, a conference for
Noir literature, film, and art was being held in Philadelphia. The
major authors in the Stray Dogs anthology were invited to
attend and speak in the Stray Dogs: Writings from the Other
America panel.

I decided it would be a good idea to go to
Philadelphia and begin work on an interview collection with the
Stray Dogs panel and other working-class writers. Of the
writers that attended the conference, the following were on the
panel: William Hastings, who moderated the panel, Eric Miles
Williamson, Michael Gills, Vicki Hendricks, Ron Cooper, Joseph
Daniel Haske, and Patrick Michael Finn.

The crowd took a particular interest in this
group of writers. In a conversation with Hastings the night before
the panel discussion, I asked him what he thought about the Noir
genre’s attraction to working-class fiction. He said that it was
only an obvious interest from the fact that Noir readers see
similarities in the novels of working-class fiction writers. Noir
has always been about the underbelly of society, but Noir authors
are rarely from that underbelly; they are in many ways journalists
who record from a distance. Working-class fiction writers are a
curiosity to much of the Noir world—and perhaps, the literary world
in general—because they are a group of writers who are from
that dark, impoverished world.

This latter observation was obvious at
NoirCon, where every place I looked that weekend in October 2014,
people were talking about these “Working-Class writers” or people
were in the bars and cafes reading copies of their books.
Attendance to listen to the panel was no different; listeners
crowded into the little theatre house and sat anxiously to see what
these “Stray Dogs” would say.

They weren’t disappointed. It began with
Williamson sitting down at the table and slamming a brown-bagged
bottle of whiskey on the conference table. The crowd hushed.
Immediately after, Haske took a swig from it and so began the
panel, with the writer’s passing the bottle back and forth and
talking about literature. This was the first time that all of the
writers were gathered together under one roof. I think many of the
writers fed off the excitement of hearing each other talk about
their favorite books and discuss the social-political implications
of writing working-class fiction.

Hastings’ questions, though few, were complex
enough to hit at the heart of what many of these writers were
trying to do either aesthetically or philosophically. What could be
most admired from this group of writers on the panel was their
honesty to the questions. Often times an author puts on another
mask, that of a highly intellectual artist, and his responses,
though seemingly complex, are often fluffed to avoid answering the
real questions being asked; this was not the case in the “Stray
Dogs” panel.

For example, when Hastings asked about the
notion of responsibility, the answers were varied and at times
confrontational. Some on the panel replied that they have only a
responsibility to give a voice to the voiceless poor that they
write about. Some thought that the notion of responsibility is not
a thing that a writer takes up voluntarily, but it is one that is
given to him or her. Others, however, said they could care less
about the notion of responsibility in art.

Considering that question alone we can already
see that, though these writers share the working-class experience,
their philosophies are as varied as their novels. The panel was an
engaging conversation for the audience to sit in on, and perhaps it
even made for the sale of more books.

 


 


William Hastings (WH): There is a
whole movement happening in fiction, and it’s happening in the
literary genre world.

 


Eric Miles Williamson (EMW): And Barry
Hannah.

 


WH: Yeah, and Larry Brown, these
are guys that have been working with this mentality. This isn’t
Karen Russell, these guys aren’t winning MacArthur awards for
writing crap. The thing I noticed is that this movement in the
literary magazines is the best of what the Noir writers have been
doing all along. As Eric (Williamson) mentioned they are all
considered literary realists, but it’s getting pegged as Noir,
overseas, in France, it’s pegged as Noir.

What I like about all of the
writers that are up on this panel is that their work is a gross
confrontation of how life is lived when the rest of the literary
establishment isn’t addressing this. They’re talking about the
work-a-day Americans.

What I’m beginning to think about
in light of recent political events, the uprising in Ferguson, in
Pennsylvania—the manhunt—is the characters that these guys write
about are starting to get very angry, starting to wake up. The
middle-classes and the upper-middle classes get angry at the ballot
boxes. This is traditionally what happens. But the people who have
nothing to lose, these are the people that are starting to hunt
officers, that are starting to burn cities.

The first question I have for the
panel is, what makes good fiction?

 


Ron Cooper (RC): Well, if any of you flew in
for this conference, or if any of you are going to fly out, take a
look at what’s on the shelves at the airports. I flew up from
Florida, and at the Orlando airport, at the Charlotte airport, and
the airport here, I made a point to see what was on the shelves.
It’s fiction that’s been high-jacked by the New York literati for
about fifty years, and you don’t find the other America being
represented on the shelves.

I think that what you can discover is that
there are real people writing about real issues that Americans
face, with real worries, not just worried about things like their
portfolios or investments.

I joke to people that there are other people
who are good writers where I’m from. I’m from the low country in
South Carolina, and I say those other people’s characters are
worried about their investments, my characters are worried about
hookworm. I had never realized there was literature like that; I
didn’t start reading until I got to college. I was no literary fan.
But I found out that real people could actually be represented by
writers.

As Eric said this morning, there is a
generation of writers that weren’t around in the first half of the
century. But there are also a whole bunch of publishers that
weren’t around either. If you were trying to publish a book in the
’60s or the ’70s, you had about four people you could send the book
to. Now guys like Eric Campbell know there is good stuff out there,
and still the New York establishment insists on trying to convince
people in this country that John Updike is the kind of stuff that
only matters as literature. Other things matter.

 


Vicki Hendricks (VH): Let me just say that I
am really in my element here, I love it. I think it’s why I became
a writer. All these male hormones make me want to start trouble. I
thought I’d grown out of that.

I was brought up on the classics, not because
I was from an educated family, but from school. My first dip into
Noir or Naturalism was in my mid-thirties. I found Bukowski. I
thought what I liked about him were his central elements: drink,
fuck, puke, repeat. But now I’m thinking it was his realistic
stuff, things like going after a job, and losing a job, and then
starting all over again.

 


Michael Gills (MG): I’d like to thank my
publishers who are here, Raw Dog Screaming Press. They put out a
book of mine called White Indians, the first line of which
is: “My uncle once talked me into pissing onto an electric fence,
what a surprise that was.”
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