
Gail Godwin draws from a wealth
of raw material in her notebooks to 
create vibrant fictional worlds

By Elfrieda Abbe

A novelist         	
  and her 
journals
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than adolescent gossip and angst. As revealed in 
Godwin�s recent book, The Making of a Writer: Jour-
nals, 1961-1963, her journals are an integral part of 
her writing, providing a stream of inspiration and raw 
material for her work. 

Comprised of 11 notebooks, The Making of a 
Writer represents only a fraction of the author�s 
archives. The entries cover her successes and failures 
while a rookie newspaper reporter for The Miami Her-
ald, her travels in Europe, her life in London while 
working for the U.S. Travel Service, and her struggles 
as a young �ction writer. She alternates between 
youthful bravado and insecurity, optimism and despair. 
She muses on literature, plays, movies, friendships, 
love affairs and emotional crashes. 

If you read Godwin�s most recent novel, Queen of 
the Underworld, concurrently with her journals, you�ll 
recognize some of the young Godwin in Emma, the 
novel�s protagonist. Emma is an ambitious journalist, 
working for the �rst time at a daily Miami newspaper, 
a job from which Godwin eventually was �red. 

But the bestselling author has no reason to dwell on 
past failures�except in the service of �ction. Her 
work includes 11 novels, two short-story collections, 
one novella, one non�ction book and several librettos, 

which she wrote with her longtime companion, the 
composer Robert Starer, who died in 2001. 

Godwin draws upon questions and themes that run 
through her journals, not necessarily actual events. 
Patterns emerge. In her early work, she often wrote 
about women �looking for ways to get out of traps or 
con�nements.� They seek, she says, what JosØ Ortega y 
Gasset called �the unique untransferable self.� More 
recently, her focus is on characters, such as the �queen 
of the underworld,� �who have made interesting or 
dangerous life choices.�

Whether writing about Emma�s striving to be a 
writer, relationships (The Perfectionists, A Mother and 
Two Daughters), artistic vision (Violet Clay) or spiri-
tual con�icts (Evensong), Godwin demonstrates her 
own �untransferable self� in her distinguished voice. 
She draws us into her stories with the warmth and inti-
macy of a trusted friend. But also like a good friend, 
she never lets us or herself off easily. The same prob-
ing intelligence, emotional honesty and yearning for 
understanding that come through in her journals drive 
her �ction and forbid complacency.

In a series of telephone conversations, Godwin 
talked about her methods for transforming life into art 
and other aspects of writing �ction.

At 13, Gail Godwin began keeping a journal, a 
practice that has been at the heart of her writing 
ever since. “I simply wanted some privacy and 
some secrets,” she says. “I wanted to write about 
my day at school and all the crosscurrents between 
friends and enemies.” It wasn’t long, however, 
before the budding writer�s diaries became more



How have your journals changed since you 
began writing?

Now, my journal has so many voices in it. I�ve 
used it always as a tool for writing to �gure out what I 
wanted to write about. I�ve used it to try to get into 
other people�s minds. Emma, the character in [Queen 
of the Underworld], calls it transmigration into other 
souls. For instance, when I was 16 or so, I was in love 
with a boy, and he hadn�t called. I would try to create 
a person from his side and write about a boy who 
hadn�t called and why he hadn�t. And now, I have dia-
logues with everybody. 

How much of the material in Queen of the 
Underworld did you draw from your journals? 

I had the kind of journal that Emma kept, and it 
was actually in one of those [University of North Car-
olina] �Go Tar Heels� notebooks. I was able to get 
my researchers to go through all that dreadful micro-
�lm and get all my old stories from the Herald and all 
the news stories for those three months. The stories 
that Emma writes are stories that I wrote, and all the 
daily things, even down to the jokes in the newsroom, 
really happened there at the time. So, the novel 
comes from a combination of the journal, of course 
my memory, and the newspapers. I also read a lot�
not only about Miami, but about Cuba, things that I 
really didn�t know about then.

Is your journal a starting point, then? What else 
goes into your �ction?

I think I start from somewhere else. In fact, I  
have waited this long to write [about that time at  
the newspaper] because I don�t think I could have 
written it sooner. I didn�t want to dwell on my one 
huge failure. 

You have to reach the point where you see that 	
all these things that really happened make up a 		
pattern, then you work according to the 
pattern rather than what really hap-
pened. All these things that happened in 
the newsroom, and some that didn�t 
happen, are put inside a pattern where 
Emma one minute is despairing because 
she doesn�t know anything and the next 
minute she�s thinking, �Why don�t they 
send me to Cuba?� [a plum assignment 
that was given to a veteran reporter]. 
That makes for a nice little tension. 

Then you even get into the mythical 
[aspect] of it. For instance, it never 
occurred to me at the time, I didn�t even 
think of myths very much then, but the 
woman with the thick glasses in the 

[newspaper] morgue�Moira Parks�is like the Fates 
or Moirae in Greek myths. One of the Fates is the 
one with the scissors. Knowing that now, I knew to 
play that up without ever saying it and never letting 
Emma say it, because she didn�t know about the 
Fates. She does say that she thinks of Moira as cut-
ting up people�s stories and �ling away their lives�
also �ling their last story. 

The other thing I use ... I do a lot of drawing. 
Especially in the last seven or eight years, I seem to 
have gotten my drawing back. I drew a picture of a 
young woman in a sweater with pearls and a glass in 
her hand standing at a bar, surrounded by these older 
men, most of them shorter than she was. 

So, you know, the novel started from there. I had 
three things: I had visual images, which I drew; I had 
a pattern that I saw of a young woman who was des-
perate to make it and was afraid she wouldn�t; and 
then I had this whole mythical element of not only 
the fate lady cutting out the stories, but Lucifer, the 
god of ambition, strolling around the newsroom. It�s 
almost like making a quilt or something. You have the 
stuff, but you have to make a pattern that adds up to 
more than what really happens.

You�ve said that it�s good to write where the �hot 
wand,� the �re, is. Could you give me an exam-
ple of how that happens in your work?

You know, when you�re mulling over things, your 
thinking goes in circles like a spotlight at the airport. 
It goes round and round and lands on something that 
compels you like a magnet. Then it hits upon a mem-
ory or someone�s behavior�sometimes it quivers and 
rushes off to a particular object. It galvanizes you like 
you�ve been shocked. You go with that part of the 
writing that keeps attracting you.

What was the hot wand in writing Queen of  
the Underworld?

One day my bureau chief [in Holly-
wood, Fla.] told me to call Dr. So 
and So. He was an osteopath and 
married to the former Pat Ward, 
who was a famous call girl. A society 
man in New York had turned her 
into a prostitute and [told her], �I�ll 
marry you when we have enough 
money.� It became a huge trial. Later 
she turned state�s evidence, and he 
went to jail. She moved to Florida 
and married the osteopath. Then 
every year she would try to commit 
suicide. This was all true.

My boss said, �Gail, call up this 
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