
1

GHOSTS, PORTALS, OTHER WORLDS: SURREAL PANEL

Event Description

Writers of literary fiction often find the boundaries between the possible and impossible in their
work disintegrating in strange, unexpected ways. What gives rise to this shift, and how do we
navigate the surreal in our lives and work? How can models like Toni Morrison, Gabriel Garcia
Márquez and George Saunders guide us? What techniques can help bring the speculative to life
in a compelling and convincing manner? Acclaimed authors who’ve explored these questions
will share insights and advice.

Welcome / Opening Remarks

Hello, welcome AWP attendees! Thank you for joining us! I’m Joy Baglio, and this is Ghosts,
Portals, and Otherworlds: The Surreal in Contemporary Fiction. And here on this panel we have
some truly incredible authors: Matthew Lansburgh, Kevin Brockmeier, Jennifer Pullen, and
Laura Van Den Berg - all who are doing fascinating work in the realm of the surreal, the strange,
the otherworldly (pick your term!); And I’m sure you’re familiar with a lot of their work already,
but if not I urge you to seek out their books, seek out their stories. Before I introduce them and
we dive in, I’ll just say a few words about where the inspiration for this panel came from.

My own journey as a writer has been one of incrementing strangeness, moving deeper into the
fantastic, not just in the kinds of stories I find myself writing, but in how they’re told, and in
what feels most urgent. There’s a deep strangeness to being alive - a lot of mystery and unknown
to this process we find ourselves in - and while I find a lot of value in all types of literature: I’ve
been thinking lately about how strange, fantastic stories are hitting at a different, deeper kind of
realism, and that realism is the feeling many of us share that there’s something more mysterious
at the heart of reality that’s going on. Strange stories acknowledge that, in a way that realistic
stories often avoid. So, this panel, combines a lot under one large umbrella - all of these topics
could be talked about exclusively on their own - but we’ll try to cover as much as we can: what
drew us to the surreal, how we approach it in our own work, our reading influences/inspirations,
craft advice, ghost stories, and anything else that comes up, time for panelists to ask each other
questions.
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Panelists

● Joy Baglio (moderator / event organizer) is the founder of the literary arts organization
Pioneer Valley Writers’ Workshop. Her fiction appears in places such as Tin House,
American Short Fiction, The Iowa Review, The Missouri Review, and elsewhere. Recent
honors include fellowships/scholarships from Yaddo, Bread Loaf, Sewanee, The
Elizabeth George Foundation, Ragdale, among others. Find her online at
www.JoyBaglio.com.

● Kevin Brockmeier has published nine books of (mostly) fiction, including, most
recently, a collection of 100 very short stories called The Ghost Variations. His work has
been translated into eighteen languages. He teaches frequently at the Iowa Writers’
Workshop, and lives in Little Rock, Arkansas. Find him online at
www.KevinBrockmeier.com.

● Matthew Lansburgh's collection of linked stories, OUTSIDE IS THE OCEAN, won the
Iowa Short Fiction Award and was a finalist for the 30th Annual Lambda Literary Award
and the 2018 Ferro-Grumley Award for LGBTQ Fiction. He’s received fellowships from
Bread Loaf, Sewanee, Yaddo and MacDowell. Visit him online at
www.MatthewLansburgh.com.

● Jennifer Pullen is an Assistant Professor of Creative Writing at Ohio Northern
University (PhD Ohio University, MFA Eastern Washington University). She has a
chapbook, A Bead of Amber on Her Tongue with Omnidawn Press. Her textbook,
Writing Fantasy Fiction, is upcoming from Bloomsbury Academic.

● Laura van den Berg is the author of two novels, most recently The Third Hotel, and two
story collections. Her honors include the Rosenthal Award from the American Academy
of Arts & Letters, the Bard Fiction Prize, and an O. Henry Award. Find her online at
www.LauravandenBerg.com.

http://www.joybaglio.com
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Discussion Questions

1. THE SURREAL & YOUR WORK: What draws you to the weird/strange/otherworldly?
What’s happening in that boundary space between real/unreal that interests you? How
does the supernatural show up in your work? What are you interested in exploring
through it?

2. READING INFLUENCES: What authors do you look to for inspiration, specifically in
the realm of the fantastic? When did you first encounter them, and what did you learn
from them? (See separate recommended reading list for titles/authors mentioned.)

3. CRAFT ADVICE: You all teach or have taught widely and frequently. What would you
tell aspiring writers, or anyone who wants to hone their craft, about writing the fantastic,
the surreal, the otherworldly? Where do you think the pitfalls lie? What’s most important
here?

4. GHOSTS: On The Literary Ghost Story panel I moderated last year, Amber Sparks said
something that I’ve been thinking about since: “If there are enough ghosts haunting the
pages of the things that I write it feels like death is not an end, and there is a
presence…Death is a character, in a way…” As writers who are in conversation with
ghostliness, with ideas of an afterlife, etc. what do you think about that? What’s your
relationship to ghosts and the ghostly, in your work and/or life? What does it mean to
haunt, and is there a sense of hope in writing about ghosts? In what ways does writing
that explores these topics enter into the spiritual, the metaphysical for you?

5. ASK EACH OTHER: Questions you want to ask each other, or the group? What do you
want to know from each other?
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