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An Interview with Thomas Cobb

December, 2004

By Eric S. Brown (Boston University) 
Thomas Cobb is the author of Crazy Heart (Harper & Row, 1987), a novel about a dying country western singer, as well as a book of short stories, Acts of Contrition (Texas Review Press, 2003). Cobb is the winner of the 2002 George Garrett Fiction Prize. He teaches writing and literature at Rhode Island College and lives with his wife in the woods of Western Rhode Island. Born and raised in Arizona, Cobb attended graduate creative writing programs at the University of Arizona and the University of Houston. He’s currently working on a novel about the U.S. Army in the 19th Century West.

Q: You started out as a poet. Why did you switch to fiction?

Cobb: I had written poetry for about ten years and had a chapbook published, but my lines started getting longer and longer and my poems started getting more and more narrative. Then one day when I was writing a poem I couldn’t remember what poems were for, and it occurred to me that maybe I wasn’t a poet anymore. So I signed up for a graduate workshop and started writing fiction in my early 30’s.

Q: What is the advantage of writing within the academic system vs. being out in the wilderness as a lone writer? 

Cobb: The obvious answer is the connections. Crazy Heart got published largely because Donald Barthelme pushed it, and if he hadn’t pushed it probably nobody would have paid a lot of attention to it. The second thing is that it teaches you discipline. There are two things that a writer has to have: talent and a tremendous amount of discipline. There are a lot more people out there with talent than there are with discipline. Creative writing programs can teach you that if you’re willing to become disciplined.

Q: What did Barthelme and other mentors teach you?

Cobb: When I first started writing fiction I tried to write like Barthelme. I admired him a lot, but after going to the University of Houston and working with him I never tried to write like him, partially because I knew I couldn’t. He was a very intimidating presence. It was also clear that Barthelme’s post-modernism was rapidly dying out. There wasn’t much interest in it anymore. So I just tried to find a way to tell stories, and Don was very good at that. He kept pushing me in that direction and reminded me that I was telling a story and had certain obligations to tell it in a certain way. In spite of playing around with the form, he understood the form incredibly well, and he taught me how to understand it pretty well. I was also influenced there somewhat by Rosellen Brown. I write more like her than I do Barthelme. 

Q: Is it a good idea for writers to imitate other writers they admire, and if so, who else have you imitated?

Cobb: I started off as a little Nabokov wannabe. I tried really hard to write like Nabokov, and I learned incredible amounts from that. Nobody I think could go through my work and find any traces of Nabokov, but I can. I know where it is. There’s a kind of literary diction, a way of skewing the world in a particular way. If you’re going to write you need to imitate people. That’s how you learn to do everything.

Q: Should writers always be able to explain their stories, or are some stories that you write mysterious to you?

Cobb: Stories are always a little bit mysterious. You write to find stuff out, and sometimes as you’re writing you figure it out and sometimes you don’t understand it until much later. Keats has this quote about negative capability: “when man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.” It’s when you’re doing stuff and you’re not sure why you’re doing it, but you have some faith that somehow this is all going to work out right. Sometimes it doesn’t, sometimes it does, and sometimes you don’t understand until much later how it worked and why.

Q: On the jacket cover of Acts of Contrition, Jeffrey Greene calls your stories “unrelenting portraits of cruelty.” Is that a fair assessment?

Cobb: I was surprised by that because I never really thought about it that way. I wouldn’t necessarily disagree with him. I would hope, though, that there’s a kind of toughness to the writing. 

Q: You tend to do a lot of research for your novels. Is that because of the subject matter you choose, your personal writing style, or is this something that you think all writers should do?

Cobb: You need to do some research. There’s that old cliché to write what you know about, which seems to me to be not very good advice. I think the inverse is true: you should know about what you write. When Joyce was writing Ulysses he sent a telegram from Paris to Dublin to have one of his friends walk down the basement steps of a certain building because he needed to know exactly how many steps there were. It always bothers me when I get something wrong. In Crazy Heart the music stuff was good, but I made some mistakes about Texas politics and the mileage between towns in New Mexico and Texas. In this new novel I went crazy doing research for years, until one day I finally realized that I wasn’t doing any writing. And I realized that everyone who actually knows what happened back in the 19th Century is dead. That realization set me free, and then I was able to go back and actually start writing the book. If I have some things wrong, it’s not that big of a deal.

Q: You write mostly about the West, yet you’ve lived in New England for 17 years. Do you feel like a member of the New England literary scene or are you an outsider?

Cobb: I know a lot of writers around here, and a lot of them are good friends, but I don’t feel like I’m part of any New England literary scene. I’m here because this is where my job is, and I’ve grown to like being in New England. I’ve written about it a little, but mostly I write about the West. For some reason I’ve gotten stuck on Arizona history, which as a kid I was sort of embarrassed by it. It seemed hokey; the real stuff was happening in New York and Boston. Then when I finally got here all I could think about was Arizona and how wonderful and fascinating it was. After I finish this novel I’m going to write one about the Power Boys, who were draft evaders in Arizona in World War I and killed a couple of law men. And I’ve always wanted to write a book about Doc Holliday. I was approached by an agent who asked if I wanted to expand my story about Quantrill into a novel. [Editor’s note: William Quantrill was an anti-abolitionist raider from Missouri who frequently attacked communities in Kansas in the early 1860s.] At this point I don’t have a lot of interest in doing that, but I’m fascinated by Quantrill. He’s one of the great unknown people in American history, kind of a weird monster. I love the fact that one of the greatest mass killers in American history was a schoolteacher. My kind of guy. 

Q: Would you ever consider writing more commercial historical fiction?

Cobb: I’ve thought about it, about writing a history of the southwest. There is a big gap left by Louis L’Amour and Elmer Kelton. Kelton was okay. L’Amour wasn’t much. But I don’t have a lot of interest in those guys and their romanticization of the West. I’ve always been a kind of anti-romantic in my writing.

Q: How do you rate the state of recent fiction?

Cobb: It’s pretty good, despite the fact that the publishing industry basically stinks. There are an enormous number of good writers about there. A lot of that is due to the influence of the creative writing programs. The publishing industry is changing a lot. I think a lot of the publishers are going to collapse under their own weight. There are a lot of people getting published in these little presses now. 

Q: What is fiction for?

Cobb: Two things: entertainment and for figuring stuff out. There is this deep human need to tell and be told stories. But the reason we write fiction is to figure stuff out. You don’t write because you know stuff; you write because you want to find something. That’s what keeps writers going, and it sort of works for readers too. A lot of times you read fiction because you want to find stuff that you don’t know. 

