[. Coraghessan Boyle

discusses his fat — and

fascinating — collection

of short fiction, The Collected Stories

BY DANIEL DURCHHOLZ

T. CoRAGHESSAN BOYLE STROLLS THROUGH THE BAR OF THE RITZ-CARLTON HOTEL AND EXTENDS HIS HAND. “CALL ME TOM,” HE SAYS.

It's an unpretentious opening for a writer known for studied famboyance, both in his writing and his ersond] style. Boyle’s pyrotechnic
novels such as The Road to Wellville, The Tortilla Curtain and Riven Rock have graced bestseller lists and wowed critics, and BD){IL himself fre-
quently appears at rc.dlng: and promotional appearances dressed like a peacock, with fashy clothes, several earrings and a lock of his ginger
hair draped ml-ushh over his forchead. Today his toggery is unusually subdued — a gray silk shirc over a long- ﬂt, ve black T-shirt and dark
slacks. If it weren't for the flames shooting off the woes of his Doc Martens, Boyle would look pretry much like anyone else meeting here for
business or pleasure.

The reason for the interview is Boylm s latest book, T.C. Boyle Stories: The Collected Stories of 1. Coraghessan Boyle, which gathers together
the short ficrion previously published in four story collections — Descent of Man, Greasy Lake, erz‘-":lf River Was Whiskey and Wethour a Hero —
over the past quarter-century. The book also features seven new storics never before published in book form. It's a \V=|§__!3rv tome, almosr thick
enough to stand on and change a lightbulb, and if it has any shortcomings, ir's the everything-and-the-kitchen-sink approach it takes to amass-
ing Boyle’s short fiction for che publ[c s reconsideration. Not all of the 70 stories here are necessarily for the ages. Many of them are, though,
and to his credic Boyle decided to mix things up a bir: Rathel than <=mp]y Sl(lp them together in chronological order. he reconfigures them
under three loose and somewhat humorous categorizations — “Love,” “Death” and * hvewthing in Berween.”

Boyle has been a hot hierary commodiry since attending the lowa Writers' Workshop in the early "70s, where he studied under the rure-
lec of Vance Bourjaily, John Irving 'LndJohn Cheever. Ht received his doctorate in 19th-century literature from the Universi ty of lowa in

1977. Since then he's pllhl;\hLd seven novels, including Worlds End, which won the 1988 Pen/Faulkner Award for Best American Fiction.
Descent of Man carned him the 1980 Sr. Lawrence Award for Short Fiction. Wedlvilte, his novel about cecentric cornfake inventor and healch
nut John Harvey KLHUUE,. was made into a film direcred by Alan Parker that was widely p.anm.d though Boyle himself enjoyed it

A tenured professor who teaches creative writing ar the University of Southern California, Boyle commures o his loh from Montecito,
near Santa Barbara, where he lives W‘Ilh his wife and three children in a 1909 Frank Lloyd Wright house. “I'm very much a Californian now,
having lived there for so many years,” Boyle says berween bites of crab cakes and corn thowder: Then, as if to prove it, he adds disappointedly,

“Oh, Luok They're setting up a sushi bar. We could have had that instead.”

Boyle spoke at length with the RFT abour his work, both historical and contemporary, the experience of seeing some of it transferred to

the big screen, and the value of tooting your own horn.

RFT: 5o, you're T.C. Boyle now, ot T. Cor-
aghessan Boyle? Thar's what it says on the cover
of The Collected Stories.

Boyle: [ haven't changed my name ac all.
stll go by T. Coraghessan Boyle, which is
still on the ricle page. Bur we have a new arc
director at Viking, and he asked me — he
pleaded with me — to abbreviate my name
so he could fic it on the cover. He said, “1
can make it bigger,”
Brits have been domg it for years, so why
not?
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so 1 said OK. The -

Coraghessan is a distinctive name — is that a
Jfamily name?

Yeah, if’s from my mother's side of the
family. 1 adopred it when I was 17 or so,
because [ wanred to be speciat. I didn't want
to be like everybody clse, just Tom Boyle.

You just turned 50. Has that affected your
thinking about your life or your work?

Well, I'm glad o have made it. Coming
on the heels of The Collecred Stories, 1 feel like
I'm a thousand years old. You look back on
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that stuff and it scems so fresh and contem-
porary, and the stories still work because they
don’t depend on references to the times, but
the witty contemporary references you need
an almanac and an eng Iopcdm to ger.

[ do have some perceptions about your
50s, though. And they’re not good. Your 50s
are exactly like vour teenage years in that
your body and mind are going through
enormous changes, but only for the worse
Unlike your teenage years, where they're get-
ting berrer.

More than most writers, you ve realized the
importance af doing publicity and readings,
and radio and television. Some writers shun all
that — they expect to be able to wrire their
baoks and have the waevid come to them.

Some feel thar way., And they think hac
all the extracurricular stuff — going before
the public and entertaining them — s sort
of demeaning to writing. I don't agree. |
think literature is not something that should
be in the university and only professors can
mediate between the audience and the writer
— that's a bunch of crap. [t's entertamment.
Fiction, if it's not :lm.u:ljnlng at root, then
vou can do nothing else with it, because no
one will read ir. T think probably there are
more good writers around now than ever.
Bur because we have such a clurrered culture
and there’s just so much going on from se
many different venues, there are fewer r('Ld
ers for those serious writers. ICs crazy. 1 feel
like the hunger artisc in the Kafka story -—
here we are creating these grear feats of are,
and no one’s paying attention, no one cares.

As for publicity, I would never compro-
mise what I write or what my vision is. [ do
my books as an artist, bur once it's done, 1
have no problem with going our before the
public and wearing a funny jacket on the
Lerrerman show and telling jokes. | enjoy ir.
I wane o do .

You re seill in the thick af your career.
out The Collected Stories now?
This was the idea of my editwor, who had
wanted ro do it for a couple of years. He
wanted to do a sclected stories and then a
collected stories, because he felt thar there’s a
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lot of rich work that I've done there that
most of my audience doesn’t know abouc.
Most people became aware of me with the
last three novels — The Road to Wellville,
The Tortilla Curtain and Riven Rock, At
first [ resisted the idea. T thoughe that’s the
kind of thing you do at the end of your
career. So it makes me a little nervous, you
know (laughs)?

Has your approach ro writing stovies changed
over the years?

No, bur the stories themselves have
changed a bic in that, if you look at the ear-
lier ones, a lot of them are conceptual sto-
ries. [ was much more interested in the
design of a story and the aesthetics of it,
what ir looked like, than [ was in character.
Character was just incidenral to me. Since
I've written seven novels now, I think ['ve
learned to work with characrer and to
develop characrers. Sa the new stories,
especially the ones that will be in the next
collection, are generally fuller, longer sto-
ries thar use all the elements that the early
ones do but also play with this new toy that
I have of characrer. You can see in The Col-
lected Stories a kind of movemenrt roward
thar.

Was your tendency toward a more stylized
type of story in your early work a function of
having come out of a writers’ program? Was
that the sort of thing that was raught there?
No, I think the writing program didn’t
have that much to do with that. Everyone
goes his own way in there. I don’t know
that | was even influenced that much by
my teachers. I think it was mainly that 1
was just turned on by what was happening
then. This was the early '70s, so I was read-
ing Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Flannery
O’Connor, the absurdist playwrights,
Thomas Pynchen, Robert Coover, Donald

‘Barthelme — a lot of stuff that's kind of

funny, absurd, maybe that has a larger
worldview than some of the stuff that came
in the '80s, when it kind of shrank down
and everybody was wricing trailer-coure sto-
ries. [ parallel it to the '70s music gewing
kind of bloated and then punk coming in
to strip it back down to the basics, and
then it grows back up again. I think the
same thing happened in our literature.

Because you're the product of a writing pro-
gram and now teaching in one yowrself, I'm
guessing that means you believe writing, to a
certain degree, can be taught?

Well, you can’t teach someone to be
good at an art if they don’t have a gift for it.
But — I used to explain this to the Euro-
peans all the time; they can’t understand
how you teach creative writing at a universi-
ty. Well, it hasn’t been done thar long here,
either. I'm the first writer they had ac USC,
and I started their undergraduate program.
And I'm not thar old. Flannery O’Connor
was one of the first graduartes of lowa, so
lowa doesn’t go back that far, either. But
you know, if you have a music department
where you have musicians teaching com-
posing and violin and everything else, and
you have an art department where people
go in and learn to study sculpture and ger
coached by the masters there, well, why not
another art like writing? So T don’t think it's
that strange a thing,

A lot of your staries, and especially the novels,
use historical characters. What'’s the advan-
tage of doing it that way rather than making
everything up?

With Wellvzlle, which has a couple of

real characrers from history, and Warer
Musicand then Riven Rock, 1 guess 'm fas-
cinated by the dertails of the original char-
acters’ story. There’s much more invention
of characters and situations in Wellville
than in Riven Rock. Riven Rock is an anom-
aly, and it’s good that it is, because [ don’t
want to repeat myself. But the story is
essentially true. No one knows what really
happened behind closed doors, but I did a
lot of research into this particular man,
Stanley McCormick, and his problems,
and it's accurate. And cthe most absurd
things, as in Wellville, are the true things.
The fun for me is in blending the two and
making it seem credible to you. So then
you don’t know what I invented and whar
is ridiculous. In Riven Rock, the story is
almost like a novel in itself. It's such a

bizarre story that all I really needed to do
was to rell ir.

Is it difficuls 1o stare ar a particular point in his-
tory, explore the arc of your invention, and then
ar some point have to bring the story back to
reality?

Yes, but it depends on the novel. With
Water Music, 1 just let it ride. The essencal
facts are true — of Mungo Park’s two expedi-
tions and how he died, etc. Bur everything else
is just fantasy. Another one we haven’t men-
tioned is Worlds End, which is entirely invent-
ed, just from circumstances of a given area.
Wellville is centered around Dr. Kellogg and
his bizarre personality, but the foods and the
treatments are all true, but everything else is
invented. In Riven Rock, Eddie O’Kane is an
invented character, but Katherine and Stanley

and their parents and relatives all existed. I'm
trying to turn the screw a lide differendly each
time around to see what'll happen.

Riven Rock takes place in the area where you |
live. How did you happen on the story?

I moved up fram LA in the middle of.
writing The Tortilla Curtain, and 1 found a
newspaper article abour Riven Rock around
the same time [ read a book by David Myrick
about Stanley and Katherine. There were
many — all the estates had great, crazy stories
associated with them. All those rich industri-
alists who sertled rthere were perverred:
lunatics in one way or another. Riven Rock is
only a mile from my house, or less. What fas-
cinated me abourt Sranley was that for 20
years he wasn't allowed 1w see any women or
be in their company. What would that be

continued on page 21
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| MBA program, you will find|
|obstacles are replaced with
challenges. Challenges that

fhonc your management

leader in the global business world. Challenges that

prepare you to work in a team environment.

iﬁ THREE Ys:;gg_g

IME WORK EXPERIEN

ing roward 2 goal,

become the Jobstacle.|

s NOTHING should get in the way of reaching ~ Challenges that force you to challenge yourself.

your goals. Least of all you. When you enter an Olin -~ When completed, you will have earned an MBA

‘sl{ills and give you the tools necessary to be a  everything as a challenge, nothing is an obstacle.

trom a business school ranked in the top
[owenty by BUSINESS WEEK. You will be
ready for the next step in your career.

And you will know that when you see

o> INFORMATION SESSION FOR OLIN'S EVENING MBA

PROGRAM WILL BE FEB. 15 AT 6PM.

* % %X ¥ ¥

PROGRAM: PROFESSIONAL MBA —

TWO EVENINGS PER WEEK

CALL 314-935-7301 TO REGISTER.

STLOE

FULL-TIME, EXECUTIVE, EVENING,
MANUFACTURING, HEALTH CARE

314/935-7301
www.olin.wustledu

€199 Olin School OF Businass at Washington Usiversity
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continued from page 19

like? And worse — whar would it be hkc o
be married to him? That’s whar gor me
going on the story.

Was it difficult doing a novel on a hot-button
topic like illegal tmmigration, as you did in
The Tortilla Cuirtain?

No, because it was the same thing as
with East Is East. They just grow out of the
feeling of the culture, pardicularly the cul-
ture in LA at that moment. I'm just
expressing what I feel. T read the LA Times
every day, and during the '80s, everybody
was obsessed with the Japanese taking our
culture over, so I thought, let’s explore that.
And the same in the "90s: Since the Immi-
gration Reform Act was revised in '86,
we've had this huge influx, particularly
from Lartin America, and people were pretty
crazy because of it. And I guess I'm part of
that. | mean, [ live there, and I wanted to
sort our my own feelings abour it. I don’t
consider it a political novel in that I don't
have a placform. I'm not beginning with a
party line and I want you to join my party.
I'm just exploring the issue to see how |
feel. That's why I write stories to begin
with. That's why I don’t write essays or his-
tories or biographies. There’s no fun in that
for me. The fun is in discovering something
that you didn’t know before. All my stories

“As for publicity, | would never compro-
mise what | write or what my vision is. | do

my books as an artist, but once it's done, |

and there’s a kind of ]cwish giﬁ of gabr and |

sense of humor — a mordant, black sense

of humor — which our whole group of |

wise guys all shared. Thar relies on lan-
guage, on wit. | guess it’s a combination of
all those things.

What was it like to see your novel The Road
to Wellville turned into a movie? Is that the
ﬁ?’f[ wm‘k Gf_yourf f;}at hﬂj é[‘ff? ﬁl!‘??lfd“)

There've been two short stories made
incto very excellent short films: “Greasy
Lake” and “The Big Garage.” A former stu-
dent of mine did “The Big Garage.” It's
brilliant. And * Grcasy Lake” had Eric Stolez
and James Spader in it and it was done by
Damian Harris in the late "80s. It’s a great
liecle half-hour film, really well done.

I really loved the film of Wellville,
alchough most people didn't. I really
thought Alan Parker did a great job. It’s just
seeing your characters and your vision done
by somebody clse. It’s like, you wrote the
song, and somebody's doing another ver-
sion of it. It’s thrilling in some ways.

Generally, you hear the thing to do regarding

movies 15 10 go abead and sell it — take the |

money — and then vun away as fast as you
can.

I guess that's my philosophy — rake the
money and run. But you don't have to sell
the rights, you know. You can have your
widow rhrow the manuscript on your cas-
ket as they lower you
into the earth. T
wanted to sell the
rights, I wanted to
see a good movie. 1
believed the movie
would help publicize
the work, and it did.

have no problem with going out before the

public and wearing a funny jacket on the
Letterman show and telling jokes. | enjoy

it. | want to do it.” — T. Coraghessan Boyle

are like that. 1 never know whart it will be or
what 'm going to say or where it will go.

The great thing abour writing historical
pieces is that you can use them to discuss
wha[’s going on now. In Riven Rock 1 get to
talk abour sexuality and marriage and
morals, what's right, what's wrong, who
decides. Morals, ﬁdehry — all those issues
thar are current. And, obviously, with Kel-
logg, 1 could ralk abour all the newest fancy
health treatments — you know, plug in the
enema machine (laughs) — chat stuff has
been going on for a while.

Your writing is ofien very flamboyant. Who
instilled in you a love of language?

Language is absolutely integral to the
work — that's the building blocks of the
work, and I'm-very conscious of it, and I've
always loved it and the thythm of it. Some
writers are very fatfooted. You can't read
their prose aloud. They don’t have a sense
of rhythm, they don’t write beautiful lan-
guage — that's the key. Thar’s one reason |
don’t like genre writers. There are many
reasons, but one of them is it's always so
flatfooted and poorly wricten.

I can’t really say where it comes from,
though 1 suppose some of it is genetic, The
Irish — you know, we hate the ethnic
stereotypes, because they're all true (laughs).
Bur the Irish are known for ic. Plus, T grew
up in a Jewish neighborhood. Most of my
lifelong friends are Jewish or half-Jewish,

Are theretany btheér

They're gomg o

They've assigned a
director, Peter Carta-
neo, the guy who directed The Full Monty,

and they've hired the writers of Grasse

Pointe Blank to do it. 1 think that could be
quite extraordinary, because it’s a very
strong story, and neither of those movies
had a strong story. So it could all work real-
ly nicely.

I don’t wanrt to get involved, and have

never gotien involved in any film prr)]ecl:s, )

because it’s oo frustrating for the writer.
You have no control over the final product,
whereas you have ultimate control over
every word you write. And secondly, they
jerk you around — it goes on forever. -
The only film project I'm participating
in is a TV show. In the works, although it’s
not green-lighted yer, is a show that will ini-
tially be 13 half-hour episodes with filmed
versions of my shorr stories, and [ would be
the host of the show. But my only parric-
ipation is to be the host — write up a short
intro, pick the music for the show, if we can
get it. It’s hard to sell an anthology show to
TV, though, because it doesn’t have contin-
uing characters. Bur there are precedents —
there’s Twilight Zone, there’s Masrerpiece
Theatre, there’s Alfred Hitchcock Presents,
and so on. This could be a contemporary
and hip version of that. [t's unusual because
I'm the guy who wrote the stories as well as
the guy introducing them. And [ would
really like to do that, because it would ger
my stories out to a much bigger audience.

So hopefully it'll go.
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make a movie of
Budding Prospcc"ts.

. West Port Plaza’s
MISSOUPrl WIne rFest

wine Tasting

Saturday and Sunday
February 13 & 14
Noon - 5:00 p.m.

Mount Pleasant Winery
Robller Winery

St. James Winery
Stone Hill Winery
Sugar Creek Winery

Augusta Winery

Bias Vineyards & Winery
Blumenhof Vineyards
Heinrichshaus Vineyards & Winery
Montelle Winery

Live Musical Entertainment by Swing Set

Purchase Commemeorative Wine Goblets for Tasting -
$10.00 donation to benefit the Leukemia Society

Saint Louis Bread Company will provide bread samples &
sales to benefit the Leukemia Society.

Come in for the Fest in the new entertainment district
in the indoor mall and stay at the plaza
and dine at one of our 18 restaurants.

For more information call (314) 576-7100 .
West Port Plaza - 1-270 and Page Boulevard

“Beauty is pot in the face...

Beauty is a light in the heart.”
~Kahlil Gibran

Heart Lamps

OPEN NOW
3111l SOUTH GRAND

31 4.771.0195
WWwWw.curvestl.com
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