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EVENT TITLE: Writing the Real West: Diverse, Urban, and Contemporary 
 
Event Description: For decades, little fiction about the American West featured 
the urban West—the cities and suburbs where the majority of people in this region 
live. Instead, Western literary fiction overwhelmingly focused on white, rural, or 
historical stories. But in recent years as publishers finally began to support more 
ethnically and culturally diverse writers, they also began to promote geographic 
diversity. We will discuss how these writers are changing or fitting into the 
Western literary tradition. 
 
EVENT CATEGORY: Fiction Craft & Criticism 
 
Event Organizer & Moderator 
 
Jenny Shank: Jenny Shank's story collection Mixed Company won the Colorado 
Book Award and George Garrett Prize. Her novel The Ringer won the High Plains 
Book Award. Her writing has appeared in The Atlantic, McSweeney's, Poets & 
Writers, Los Angeles Times and the Washington Post. She teaches at the Mile-High 
MFA at Regis University and the Lighthouse Writers Workshop in Denver. She is 
a longtime book critic and member of the NBCC. 
 
Event Participants: 
 
Leland Cheuk: Leland Cheuk is the author of three books of fiction, The 
Misadventures of Sulliver Pong, Letters from Dinosaurs, and most recently, No 
Good Very Bad Asian. His work has appeared in the Washington Post, NPR, the 
San Francisco Chronicle, Salon, and elsewhere. He has been awarded MacDowell 
and Hawthornden Castle fellowships, and he runs the indie press 7.13 Books. 
 
Jonathan Evison: Jonathan Evison is the New York Times Bestselling author of 
seven novels: All About Lulu, The Revised Fundamentals of Caregiving, This is 
Your Life, Harriet Chance!, West of Here, Lawn Boy, Legends of the North 
Cascades, and most recently Small World, which was a New York Times Editors’ 
Pick and one of The Christian Science Monitor's and Bookreporter's “Best Books 
of 2022.”  
 
Sameer Pandya is the author of the novel Members Only, a finalist for the 
California Book Award and an NPR Best Books of 2020, and the story collection 
The Blind Writer, longlisted for the PEN/Open Book Award. He is an Associate 
Professor of Asian American Studies at UC Santa Barbara. 
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Erika T. Wurth: Dr. Erika T. Wurth is the author of six books, including her most 
recent novel White Horse, which was published with Flatiron/Macmillan and was a 
New York Times Editors' Pick, a Good Morning America buzz pick, and an Indie 
Next, Target book of the Month, and Book Of The Month selection. She's a 
Kenyon and Sewanee fellow, and narrative artist for the Meow Wolf Denver. She's 
an urban Native of Apache/Chickasaw/Cherokee descent. 
 
Opening Remarks: 
 

Every year during frigid February nights, my thoughts turn to Western 

ranchers, who scarcely sleep as they wait for their cows to give birth. I ponder the 

problems they may encounter—they may have to reach in and adjust the calf's 

position to help it emerge, or they may have to free cows trapped with their heads 

down in the field, stuck in place by condensation that froze as they ate. I have 

never raised a cow myself. But for decades I've been a book reviewer, specializing 

in the literature of the American West, and for a long time, the majority of the 

fiction major publishers produced that was set in the West focused on rural 

experiences.  

In the process of reading lots of novels, I learned a lot about cows. A lot 

about horses. A lot about the problems people encounter when living far from 

modern settlements. But little about the way the majority of the people in the 

Western U.S. live—in diverse urban and suburban areas.  

According to the 2022 census, "Of the nation's four census regions, the West 

Region remains the most urban, with 88.9% of its population residing within an 

urban area, followed by the Northeast Region, at 84.0%."i And yet, for decades, 

while plenty of books set in the urban northeast were published, the books of the 

West remained overwhelmingly rural. 

From 2006 to 2011, when I was the Books editor of a website called 

NewWest, I read a significant slice of the literary fiction and nonfiction books that 
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were published set in Colorado, New Mexico, Utah, Texas, Montana, Wyoming, 

Idaho, Oregon, Washington, Nevada, Arizona, and California. From my focus on 

the literature of this region, I gained a comprehensive look at what kinds of stories 

were being published about the American West, and what kinds weren't, and it 

became clear to me that very few of the books being published about this region 

focused on the urban West—cities including Denver, Dallas, Houston, Salt Lake 

City and others that most of the people in the region lived in. Instead, literary 

fiction overwhelmingly focused on rural stories, stories of cowboys and cowboy-

type people (even if they were contemporary). While there were more novels, short 

stories, and creative nonfiction books set in the urban coastal west—in cities such 

as Los Angeles and Seattle—the majority of all books set in the West focused on 

rural stories. 

Some of the breakout books with Western-American settings of this era 

include Aryn Kyle's The God of Animals, Annie Proulx's collections of Wyoming 

stories, Rick Bass's Montana stories, and Kent Haruf's Plainsong and other novels. 

These are all books that I loved, and was thrilled to see gaining national attention. 

I want to take a step back a minute, and describe in a nutshell the evolution 

of Western American literature. I won't go all the way back, but let's start with the 

history of the Western dime novel, which had its heyday from the 1860s to 1900. 

These often featured real characters, such as Buffalo Bill and Kit Carson, whose 

exploits were exaggerated. These books traded in clichés, myths, and stereotypes 

and weren't necessarily trying to do anything original. Because of this, most of the 

novels set in the West during the 1800s and the first half of the 1900s were often 

considered entertainment, not "literature," with a few notable exceptions, such as 

the work of Willa Cather and Thomas Savage. Our region was not viewed as one 

that produced genius works of literature, like the South or the Northeast. 
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Louis Lamour and James Michener started publishing in the 1950s, and 

Larry McMurtry started publishing in the 1960s. They wrote popular, best-selling 

works that often were set in the West. But popular as they were, they were not 

really respected by the literary prize-givers, until Wallace Stegner's Angle of 

Repose won the Pulitzer in 1971, and then McMurtry's Lonesome Dove won the 

Pulitzer in 1986. 

That was a big turning point in terms of the respect that books with Western 

settings were given by literary gatekeepers. Norman Maclean published A River 

Runs Through It in 1976, but I think what at least one magazine called "the 

intermountain renaissance" really got cooking in the late '80s to the '90s. People 

like MacLean, Ivan Doig, Thomas McGuane, Jim Harrison, and Rick Bass were 

publishing fantastic, beautiful literary works. In 1999, Annie Proulx published 

Close Range and Kent Haruf published his beautiful novel Plainsong. You'll notice 

that these books were all written by white guys, except for Proulx, and that they 

had rural settings, often in Montana. 

From my vantage in Denver, it seemed that New York publishers were 

trying to carry on with a formula that seemed to be working—Western books with 

rural settings, mostly written by and full of white guys. 

I'm speaking in broad strokes, and I don't want to diminish the achievements 

of other western writers at this time, such as N. Scott Momaday, James Welch, 

Ishmael Reed, Amy Tan, Ana Castillo, and Leslie Marmon Silko, but it was a little 

lonely for them for a while.  

And I was always like, where is everyone else? I don't own a cow. I wonder 

how many great books that were set in the West were written at that time, by 

diverse writers with diverse and urban subjects, that were never published because 

they did not fit the mold that the publishing industry wanted to see. The only West 
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that we got to see was kind of refracted through a funhouse mirror of what East 

coast publishers and reviewers thought was acceptable. 

Then, a few years ago, as I continued to work as a freelance book reviewer, I 

noticed a change. Major publishing houses began to publish books including: 

 Kali Fajardo-Anstine's Sabrina and Corina (set mainly in Denver) 

Tommy Orange's There There (set in urban California) 

Bryan Washington's Lot (set in Houston) 

Simon Han's Nights When Nothing Happened (set in suburban Plano, Texas) 

Kirstin Valdez Quade's The Five Wounds (set in towns and cities in northern New 

Mexico).  

And Anthony Veasna So's story collection, Afterparties, set in Stockton, 

California. 

The tipping point, as best I can tell, started to happen around 2015. From my 

perspective as a book reviewer in Colorado, what it looked like was happening was 

that as publishers finally began to see the importance of supporting ethnically and 

culturally diverse writers, they began to also promote geographic diversity—

perhaps inadvertently. As grateful as I was to learn about the nuances of cattle 

ranching, I recognized places I've lived in and visited throughout the West in 

stories of these panelists to a much greater extent than I emphasized with the 

settings and characters in the prior wave of Western fiction. I love all these 

books—the rural Western books too—but I'm grateful that there finally seems to 

be a kind of balance coming about. 

 
Participant Initial Remarks: My first question for the panel will be: What is your 
take on the tradition of Western American literature? If you grew up in the 
Western U.S., were you able to find books that reflected the communities you lived 
in and the people who lived in them? Do you see this changing? How do you see 
your work as contributing to or challenging the Western American literary 
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tradition? Please feel free to respond to any aspect of this question that is relevant 
to your work. (I will ask for a response from each panelist.) 
 
Moderator Questions: 
 

1) Western stories have always featured myths, but it seems that in recent 
years, the mythic landscape of Western literature has expanded to include 
the myths and folklore of all the cultures that live here, including La Llorona 
(as featured in the works of Kirstin Valdez Quade and Kali Fajardo-Anstine, 
the Chupacabra (as featured in Bryan Washington's Lot, among others), and 
the Wendigo (as featured in the work of Louise Erdrich). In "White Horse," 
the protagonist Kari James, who is a heavy metal loving urban Indian from 
Denver, receives a haunted bracelet from her late mother, and begins to have 
some disturbing experiences and encounters with a creature called the Lofa 
that nudge her toward solving the mystery of her past. Erika, can you speak 
about the Lofa, or some of the other myths and creatures you've incorporated 
into your work? (And Johnny, Leland, and Sameer, please chime in with any 
of your thoughts about working with Western myths.) 

 
2) Often Western stories are intertwined with immigrant narratives. The 

standard immigrant narrative template is the story of someone who comes to 
this country, works hard, and raises their station in life. Jonathan, in Small 
World, you question this narrative by showing a variety of protagonists who 
find not so much unbridled opportunity and good fortune in the United 
States, but injustice, bad luck, and discrimination. Some of them do succeed, 
often just by managing to survive. Did you think about incorporating or 
working against the traditions of Western and immigrant literature as you 
wrote Small World? 

 
3) Leland, in No Good Very Bad Asian, your protagonist Sirius Lee's parents 

are Chinese immigrants in Alhambra, California. They argue constantly 
when Sirius's dad isn't working at the liquor store he owns. Sirius feels 
oppressed by them and their lack of approval for his interests. He finds 
acceptance at the home of Johnny Razzmatazz, a comedian whose family is 
being filmed for a reality television program, and Johnny nurtures Sirius's 
comedy career. Sirius follows the opposite trajectory of many Western 
literary heroes—heading east instead of west to make his fortune. Here's my 
question: Sirius learns to subvert expectations as he constructs his jokes; 
were you also trying to subvert expectations as you wrote the novel? 
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4) Sameer, in Members Only, your protagonist Raj Bhatt is a professor of 
anthropology at a California university having a very bad week. At a 
meeting for potential new members at his beloved tennis club, he drinks too 
much wine and makes a racist joke and then at work, students take his 
lecture remarks out of context and portray him as an anti-Christian crusader. 
Everything escalates. I was thinking about Raj in terms of the classic hero of 
the American West—it seems to me that as his life unraveled, he was 
tempted to try to become more like a cowboy hero. Cowboy protagonists are 
often tough, courageous, violent when they need to be, and live by a moral 
code. Raj evolves from being too squeamish to kill a rattlesnake to arming 
himself with a rifle to defend his family against attackers, which is a classic 
Western protagonist move. But in the end, without giving too much away, he 
finds that being vulnerable, honest, and expressive are the keys to 
ameliorating his predicament, which is the opposite of the approach John 
Wayne might take. I'm interested in that moment of temptation Raj faces to 
become more cowboy-hero-like. How did you approach the evolution of 
your protagonist? 
 

5) Let's talk about urban Western settings. Leland and Erika, your protagonists, 
Sirius and Kari, seem to be committed city dwellers. Sameer, your 
protagonist, Raj, has traded the urban Bombay experience of his childhood 
for suburban California life with its tennis clubs and other amenities. 
Jonathan, in Small World, your many characters define themselves as either 
urban, city people (like Jenny Chen) or people who need more solitude and 
space (like Laila Tully). How important is the urban West as a setting for 
each of your fiction? 
 

6) Have you ever written something about the West that felt true to you, and 
then you got pushback about a certain aspect of it when you sent your book 
East to try to get it published? 
 

7) Are there any aspects of the American West that you still don't see portrayed 
enough in literature? 

 
 

 
i https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2022/urban-rural-
populations.html#:~:text=Of%20the%20nation's%20four%20census,Northeast%20Region%2C%20at%2084.0%25. 
 


