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MUSICAL INTRO: From the University Writing Center, at the University of Texas at Austin with host Alice Batt.
 
OVERLAPPING VOICES: How we write.

[00:00:24] ALICE: Welcome to How We Write. This is Alice Batt, and I'm here with Catherine Siemann from New Jersey Institute of Technology. Is that right? Okay, Catherine, thank you for coming to talk to us today. We are at the 2023 IWCA conference in Baltimore, Maryland, and Catherine and I are going to talk about her writing process. So why don't you. Let's start just, you know, tell us a little bit about yourself and what you do at your writing center and anything else you'd like to share. 

[00:00:53] CATHERINE: All right, well, I am the director of the writing center at the New Jersey Institute of Technology in Newark, New Jersey, and I direct the writing center. I also teach first year writing, and I teach senior seminars. Since we're a STEM school, I focus on science fiction as a way of engaging my students—

[00:01:15] ALICE: Oh cool.

[00:01:16] CATHERINE: —with possible future technologies, climate change, and other issues where literature and film can provide a humanistic perspective on the things they've been studying on a technical level. 

[00:01:30] ALICE: That sounds really cool, really interesting. So what I've been asking people is to think back. Was there a particular moment when you began to think of yourself as a writer? 

[00:01:43] CATHERINE: That's a really interesting question. I think I started by thinking of myself as a scholar first. Unlike many writing center directors, I don't come from a comprehensive background. I was actually a Victorian literature doctorate. 

[00:01:59] ALICE: Me, too [BOTH LAUGH]. 

[00:02:01] CATHERINE: And as you know, there's a ton of work for Victorian literacy. 

[00:02:04] ALICE: Oh, yeah, yeah. So much, so much. We're being ironic. Yeah [LAUGHS]. 

[00:02:07] CATHERINE: In fact, I started working at the writing center at the Cooper Union because my colleague Gwen Hyman, who was also a Victorianist in my program, was at the time the director of the writing center there. And I was still finishing my dissertation, and she said, come and work for me. And I fell in love with writing center work. So, as I think so many people do, you know. And so I was doing scholarship on Victorian literature and on popular culture. And since I've been at, you know, in the writing centers, I'm trying to sort of find my way with writing center studies. But, of course, coming as a Victorianist, I didn't study—

[00:02:52] ALICE: Classical comp theory. 

[00:02:55] CATHERINE: —well, I mean, I feel like some of that isn't…You know, you can catch up on. But I didn't study statistics, and I'm terrified of qualitative data. And my first IWCA was when they were really pushing for, like, RAD stuff, and I was like, help. 

[00:03:12] ALICE: Right. [LAUGHS]

[00:03:14] CATHERINE: So I've done a little, you know, I was certainly coming to and presenting at the conferences. I do some peer reviewing for WLN. I've actually only published one article. 

[00:03:26] ALICE: Okay. Congrats! [CHUCKLES] 

[00:03:27] CATHERINE: But what happens is, as I'm, you know, so I'm busy being a representative writing center person and teaching first year writing in science fiction, and I missed the 19th century, so I actually also write historical fiction now—

[00:03:42] ALICE: Oh, wow. 

[00:03:43] CATHERINE: —in the 19th century so that I could actually do something connected to my graduate research. [LAUGHS]

[00:03:47] ALICE: Fun. All right. Do you have a book published yet? Or?

[00:03:52] CATHERINE: So I have a historical romance called Courting Anna, which was set in, ironically, Montana, in the 1880s, about a woman lawyer who falls in love with one of her clients, who is an outlaw, who's trying to go straight. And that was kind of a fun thing to write. And I'm actually…I just won an award at the Killer Nashville Conference. I won the Claymore Award for Best Historical Mystery for my current work in process for non— unpublished work— which is also about a woman lawyer. But it's in gilded age New York City, a place in time I know a lot more about.

[00:04:34] ALICE: How fun. 

[00:04:35] CATHERINE: And it's going to deal with sort of uptown and downtown, the immigrant community and the excessive wealth of the era and a lot of, a lot of things that I think we're seeing again now, but in the form of a murder mystery, because I hope to write a series about these characters and sort of show how things develop over time. 

[00:04:59] ALICE: So it seems like you mentioned you became a scholar first, and then you became a writing center person, and that sort of led you into historical fiction based on your area. Is that a fair summary, or…? 

[00:05:13] CATHERINE: Yeah, I feel that on a professional level, I love writing centers, but I did miss the work I was doing in 19th century literature. So to sort of have my vocation in the one place and then my avocation in the other. 

[00:05:31] ALICE: Love it. Okay, so you've already started answering my second question, which is about genre. So I've been asking people, what genres do you write regularly? Like, if I gave you 10 seconds, which ones would you rattle off? 

[00:05:49] CATHERINE: You know, I'd like to say I'm still writing scholarship [LAUGHS]. You know, certainly, like most writing center directors, the administrative side, I'm obviously writing. 

[00:06:00] ALICE: Right. Go ahead. 

[00:06:01] CATHERINE: Reports and, you know, reports and proposals and emails and so forth. And then I'm also, as I said, working on historical mystery, long form and also short form. 

[00:06:16] ALICE: Great. So pick one of those genres, and then can you tell us a little about your writing process while you're writing in it? 

[00:06:25] CATHERINE: All right, well, I'm gonna go for the fun and talk about the novel that I'm working on right now. And I think one of the things about writing historical fiction is trying to inhabit the character's world while still making them relatable to a modern reader. And so one of the things you hear a lot about in the 19th century, of course, is all the strictures on women. I was actually doing my dissertation research that I discovered the first woman to be admitted to a bar—in a legal bar—in the United States was actually in 1869 in Iowa. 

[00:07:05] ALICE: Wow. 

[00:07:06] CATHERINE: And so in kind of dealing with that balance between the restrictions and the freedom. So I'm writing something set in 1890. I'm writing it from the first person perspective, which I sometimes think was a good idea and sometimes don't. And I'm thinking in terms of…So New York, it was, I think, 1887, 1888, when the first woman was admitted to practice law. So I've decided my character actually grew up in California, where women were admitted about a decade earlier. And her father was a lawyer, so she clerked with him. And then after a tragedy, family members have died. She's moved east, moved in with an aunt and uncle in New York to try to start over. There are complicated reasons, but in a— 

[00:08:08] ALICE: Place that's far less accustomed to women doing that work. 

[00:08:12] CATHERINE: So, yeah, I mean, the reason that I thought about the west for my first book is I assumed with the whole Doctor Quinn medicine woman that women were lawyers. Women were doctors, and women were lawyers in places where there were fewer educated people. Actually, what I found in my research is that it's fairly balanced in the east as well as less settled places. But I wanted her to be from somewhere else, partly because then she'd have more of an established legal background already, but then also because she doesn't know all the rules. So she and her partner–who's her best friend's husband, who come from sort of the gilded elite, but are idealists–they're working on the Lower East Side with the immigrant community. There's also the criminal element that creeps in. She has an old friend who, through gambling debts, has sort of gotten himself entangled with one of the gangs. So I get to kind of play with sort of this three way tension between the honest immigrants and the gangs of New York and then the uptown people, who seem respectable, but in some ways maybe just as criminal as the gangs. 

[00:09:33] ALICE: So, can you tell us then, like..I don't write fiction, or not much. I've written a couple tiny stories, you know. So tell us about your process. Sort of, how do you, what do you do to bring these people to life? What do you do to get yourself to put things down on the page? 

[00:09:52] CATHERINE: Well, one of the things that I found that really helps is—it helps more in the summer when I'm not going into the office–but I'm a member of the local and national Sisters in Crime organization, and so I try to go to some of the write-ins so that there's a focused time when I'm sitting down, connected with a bunch of other people. Talk for five minutes, write for 25 minutes, talk for another five, write for another 25. And that really helps me get focused, and I can maintain it often for the rest of the day. 

[00:10:29] ALICE: Is that in person or is that remote? 

[00:10:31] CATHERINE: No, that's remote. 

[00:10:32] ALICE: Okay. That’s neat.

[00:10:32] CATHERINE: It's people all over the country. It's neat because they have, like, this is the time it will be in England. This is the time it will be on the East Coast, Central, West. So, you know, so you have people coming in at different times. That helps with focus. A lot of times, I think just immersing myself in, sometimes, my research material, sometimes watching things set in the period, or going to some of, like the Tenement museum, some of the house museums, or just historical museums. That, of course, was hard during the pandemic, but, you know, just kind of digging in and sometimes just kind of daydreaming about the character and what she would be thinking. The buildings are often very, very different, the ones I walk past, but they're the same streets. 

[00:11:25] ALICE: Right. 

[00:11:26] CATHERINE: Sometimes there are things that are still remnants that are still there. 

[00:11:30] ALICE: Now, you mentioned Covid, and that brings me to our next question, which is, do you feel like Covid affected your writing process? 

[00:11:38] CATHERINE: Absolutely.

[00:11:39] ALICE: And it sounds like it did. Yeah, tell me about that. 

[00:11:41] CATHERINE: So the writers I've spoken to, there were two kinds of people. The people who are like, oh, I'm not going anywhere. I've got so much writing done. And then there are people like me who spent a year and a half panicking about hybrid teaching, panicking about how we were going to continue with the writing center when we were moving to remote tutoring for the first time. And panicking just in general, doing a lot of doom scrolling.

[00:12:08] ALICE: Existential panicking. [BOTH LAUGH]

[00:12:10] CATHERINE: So, you know, like, you know, considering it was a time when, you know, there was very little socializing going on, it should have been a really positive time for writing. But like I said, I've talked to people, and half the people, I noticed that it just totally broke my concentration. I couldn't—I think it was harder to step outside of my own world, even though my world had shrunk to a few blocks in my neighborhood at first. And then when we went back to hybrid stuff on campus, I was still sort of, like, going to my train, to my campus, not like, having lunch with my friends, not having, like, the in-person meetings, not having the physical traffic through the writing center, you know, but just sort of going camping out in my office. 

[00:12:57] ALICE: Hiding out. 

[00:12:58] CATHERINE: Yeah. You know, if I was going to go all the way from…So I live in the East Village in New York City, so if I was going to go all the way out to Newark to be there, I was going to, like, just work at my office for the day, which was also good. Getting out of my apartment. 

[00:13:12] ALICE: Yeah. 

[00:13:13] CATHERINE: Those of us who lived in apartments and not houses had a harder time. [LAUGHS]

[00:13:16] ALICE: Yeah. When you've got a backyard to watch the dog run in, it's a little different. [LAUGHS]

[00:13:21] CATHERINE: I'm just grateful we had a terrace so I had some safe outdoor space that I could be in. 

[00:13:26] ALICE: That’s good. Yeah, well, I'm also thinking, you know, you talked about it sounds like part of your process is very physical, that you walk around, you go to museums, you, you know, check things out, the spaces where your characters might, might live, and that, that might have been inhibited by the kind of shutdown we experienced. 

[00:13:44] CATHERINE: Yeah, you know, absolutely. I kept thinking, I'm gonna take a walking tour. And then by the time I got masked up and started thinking about that, this, that, and the other thing, you know, I'm finally catching up and doing some of that in my summers now. But, yeah, it definitely had, you know, an impact. But, you know, I find it absolutely fascinating that it seemed to really bifurcate the writers I know. 

[00:14:09] ALICE: Yeah. You as a writer, are there any rituals or beliefs about writing that you've had to let go of? 

[00:14:16] CATHERINE: That's a really interesting question. I think I kind of move back and forth between that notion, that sort of Nanowrimo notion that, like, you have to get, like, the, pardon the Anne LaMotte phrase, the “shitty first draft.” Students love that essay because they're like, yeah, you've given me permission to use that word, and then they can refer to it and they won't say the word. But you know that you have to get through the whole thing. And I'm the kind of person, like, the first chapter of my dissertation, I think I took three or four years on. And then, like, when I submitted it as a comp, as a journal article, it was, like, accepted with no changes. Because I'm like, you know, so to let go of that and not just keep rewriting my first, you know, 20 or 30 pages, I started my novel in three different places before I figured out where it needed to begin. You know, so trying to find a balance between not being that person that never gets past the first 30 or 40 pages because I'm making them so perfect, but also understanding that, particularly because this is my first full length mystery, that constructing a plot, you know, there are things that I need to figure out that aren't necessarily inherent there. From the first time you sit down. I don't know if you're familiar with the term plotters and pantsers?

[00:15:44] ALICE: Oh, I like that. 

[00:15:45] CATHERINE: So a “plotter” is someone who does the full outline and knows exactly where the story is going to go, and a “pantser” is riding by the seat of their pants. So they just, like, write and write, and they see where the characters take them, and then they, like, beat their next draft into submission. And a lot of mystery writers who are more pantser oriented but still feel like I am going to have to set some things up, some clues, some suspects. I should probably know who did it before I get too far along. I have heard of people who say I didn't really know till the end, and then I figured it all out in revision, fixed it all on revisions. But a lot of those people do a sort of a hybrid approach called “plantsers” where they're like, I'm sort of plotting it out, but I'm also sort of letting it get away from me. And one of the concepts that I first sort of used in a writing center context that I'm finding works really well in a fiction context, as well, is reverse outlining, going back and seeing what have I actually written? 

[00:16:48] ALICE: Yes, I hated outlines for a long time, and I love reverse outlines. Yeah, for that reason. It gives you that beautiful overview of, I did this. I did this. Oh, if I did this, then I really need to do something else. 

[00:17:01] CATHERINE: The students who are hardest to convince on reverse outline, I think, are the people who write that really strict outline and stay with it. But then you can show them, like, but look, you started to veer because your ideas started to develop and grow. 

[00:17:15] ALICE: And let them, as opposed to having to truncate it and stick with your outline. So, Catherine, last question. How do you sustain yourself as a writer? So what do you do to sustain your energy, creativity, habits, or goals? 

[00:17:32] CATHERINE: You know, it's interesting, actually, and it's funny because I was talking to you about how sad I was at missing about missing the IWCA Summer Institute, because although I have a lovely community within my writing center, you know, like, this sort of the writing center community is so scattered. But I have found that particularly with my chapter of Sisters in Crime and other writers who I know through Historical Novel Society, Mystery Writers of America, just internet friends, in-person friends, just talking to other people who have a practice of writing. One of the nice things is a lot of our adjunct tutors have MFAs. And at first I was like, yeah, well, I write genre fiction. I'm a little, like, I'm not, like, writing the great American novel or whatever [LAUGHS]. But, like, then when we start to talk about our work, you know, whether they're a poet or whether they're writing literary fiction or whether they're exploring, you know, genre fiction, you know, we find that there's a lot more in common than not between our practice, you know, and so a lot of times when I'm looking in the writing center, I don't get to tutor that often. But when I do sub for someone or at the end of the semester, when we get really busy and I stick myself on the schedule whenever I have a break, it’s just remembering that, that students process, even if it's a paper they're obligated to write, even if they think that they hate to write, it's really not that different from what I'm doing for joy. And if I can sort of help them maybe get over a barrier or two by showing them, you know, sort of how the process isn't so different, then that's great. 

[00:19:18] ALICE: Yeah, I love that. That may be a good place to end [LAUGHS]. All right, so thank you very much for coming to talk to us today. I'm with Catherine Siemann. This is Alice Batt with “How We Write” from the 2023 IWCA conference in Baltimore, Maryland. Until next time, keep writing. 


