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Interview with Debut Novelist Keen Butterworth,
author of The Scourge
Tell us a little about The Scourge and
how the idea for the book occurred
to you.
I don’t remember exactly how the
idea for The Scourge came to me. I
had just finished writing a long
historical novel, which had taken
me ten years, and I wanted to write
something less demanding. I
thought a murder mystery in a
Western setting might engage my
imagination. During the 1980s and
’90s, I had visited on several
occasions the small Montana town
of Augusta on the Rocky
Mountain Front on my way into
and out of the Bob Marshall Wilderness, and
somehow that became the setting of the story. I
changed the name of the town to Clark City, and
altered other details there to suit my purposes. But it
is still basically the town of Augusta.
Also the election of 2000 and the ensuing war with
Iraq had set me against the hawkish attitudes of Bush
and the capitalistic interests that supported him. I used
Randall Turrentine to represent the worst aspects of
capitalism in the U.S. and his wife, Lila, to embody the
depravity of much of the entertainment industry.
Turrentine and Lila remain attractive in certain ways
despite the evil they represent—as is often true in the
real world. As for the Scourge, Dimitri, I don’t know
where he came from exactly. Flannery O’Connor,
whose fiction I had taught for years, uses scourges in
her stories, particularly in “A Good Man Is Hard to
Find” and “Good Country People.” I knew that the
idea came to her from the Book of Isaiah. So I read

Isaiah carefully, and a lot of
commentary on the concept of
scourges. I made Dimitri a monster
to heighten the drama and violence
of the novel. My concern with
environmental issues is also evident.
All of these ideas and interests
somehow came together as I wrote
the story. As many writers and
artists have stated before me, the
work of art seems to preexist, and
the artist is merely discovering or
uncovering what is already there.
That sounds preternatural, I know.
But it is really the way I feel about
my fiction.
All the characters certainly feel very live and human, but I
think the ones that stay with the reader longest—as you
probably intended—are Jake and the Goon. How did these
individuals develop in your mind?
Jake, like most of my protagonists, is an alter ego—
certainly not me but a projected version of me in
another set of circumstances. Although the novel is a
Western, which is established in the first chapter with
the mention of Owen Wister’s The Virginian—Jake is a
Virginian, and his companion Carleton is a Native
American, as in many Westerns—I didn’t want it to be
the dichotomized “white hat, black hat” kind of story:
I wanted him to have his faults and a burden of guilt to
deal with even as he attempts to rid the Clark City
milieu of the evil that has beset it.
Jake’s guilt derives primarily from his previous
failures as a husband and from his involvement in the
Vietnam war. These are the kinds of guilt that beset

been favored in modern times—particularly in the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries, because modern
audiences consider it “unrealistic.” However, one of
my favorite novels, William Styron’s Set This House on
Fire, is tragicomic, so I decided to cast my novel in that
mode. Now, in tragicomedy, the villain is not usually a
fully developed human being but more a symbol or
embodiment of evil. Dimitri’s origins are obscure, but
they are in keeping with the scourge forces in the
Book of Isaiah. Although I don’t explain the Isaiah
parallels in the text of the novel, there are hints in the
title and the epigraph about what he represents and his
unconscious purpose: to rid the Montana community
of evil. He is a moral force although he is completely
unaware of that role.
Writers all have their own particular ways of working. You’ve
been writing almost your entire life. What has turned out to be
the process that works best for you in terms of the balance
between planning where you’re going and writing more
extemporaneously? Does this change for fiction or non-fiction?
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nearly all people, but Jake is of a nature that is
particularly sensitive to these personal faults,
especially in regard to the death of his wife, Laura,
from which he profited monetarily, and his
particularized and generalized guilt incurred during
his involvement in the war in Vietnam. In other
words, I wanted him to be a flawed human, but not
in the same way that Turrentine and Lila represent
evil. Their evil is intentional, and they don’t seem to
feel any guilt because of it. Jake is also well-educated
and a thinker, so he can reflect on his experiences on
many levels, giving the novel a breadth and depth
that wouldn’t be possible with a less-astute narrator. I
developed Gwen’s character on the same principles.
Dimitri, the Scourge character, is of an entirely
different order. The mode of the novel is tragicomic:
The “good” characters are placed in dangerous
situations and their lives are threatened, but in the end,
only the “bad” characters die. Although tragicomedy
was a popular mode in Renaissance drama, it has not

I have no really conscious program for writing. I used
to have considerable “writer’s block” when I was
writing criticism because I never worked out critical
problems until I was actually writing an article or
book. [I usually read fiction for the story and try to
stay away from critical assessment until I have finished
the work and had time to mull over the structure and
details. And I try to avoid imposing a particular critical
approach (e.g., Freudian, Structuralist) on the story.]
The ideas must arise out of the story itself. However, I
don’t have full access to them until I start writing;
then they begin to become clear. Writing fiction or
poetry is different. I get an idea for a story and try to
internalize that germ. I think that frequently, the
stories begin to write themselves in my unconscious,
but I can’t start to write until I have some idea how
the story will end. Once I begin to write the story,
however, the details fall into place. I always avoid
trying to “force” a story; it must develop itself
naturally. Thus, I hardly ever revise a story in any
major way; my revisions entail minor excisions and
additions and perfecting individual sentences and
paragraphs. Occasionally a story gets out of hand as I
write it because I am too emotionally engaged in the
material. When that happens, I have to put the story
aside and come back to it later—and completely
rewrite it.

My extensive reading in world literature affects my
writing in several ways, but I stay away from imitating
other writers. The accumulated force of tradition,
however, must shape the way I look at certain
materials and the way I use them. Style, any serious
style, I think, is an extension of literary tradition—
going all the way back to Gilgamesh, Homer, the Bible,
and Greek drama. What we add to tradition is slight,
but that is what is “creative.” Also, how we integrate
the various strands of tradition in our writing is
“individual” and “creative.”
Writing non-fiction is similar to writing fiction in
that we are bringing our same creative faculties to
bear on the material. There is, however, a basic
structure and a set of facts already in place. We can
manipulate that material in various ways—structural
rearrangement primarily—and provide a way of
looking at and understanding the material. Style is
also important because it influences the way readers
react to the material. In the end, however, there is
not much difference between writing fiction and
creative non-fiction. Fiction may begin with a madeup situation and story, but our own experience of
the world dictates how we develop and inform the
material. Non-fiction begins in actual experience,
but as we manipulate the actual through
rearrangement, exaggeration, elimination, and so
forth, it becomes a kind of fiction, quite different
from newspaper reporting.
Do you consider The Scourge primarily a “yarn”—an
interesting, entertaining narrative—or was there something
more—some idea/concept/worldview, for instance—that you
were aiming to convey to the reader?
Although I have always wanted my writing to have
subtextual content and extension, my primary concern
has been to tell a good story. If one has a coherent
worldview, however, it inevitably becomes implicit in
the way the story develops, in imagery, metaphors, plot
resolution, character interaction, symbols, and so forth.
However, these elements must seem to the reader
natural, not intrusive or at odds with the texture of the
writing. As Yeats said: “A line will take us hours maybe,
yet if it does not seem a moment’s thought, all our
stitching and unstitching has been naught.” In The
Scourge, a definite worldview and moral attitude are
evident beneath the sometimes-chaotic flow of events.
That is true of all good writing, I think.

To what extent did the story end up going where you thought
it would vs. (as happens sometimes) the characters taking
control and making the author go where they wanted?
That’s a difficult question to answer because I usually
have the whole story in my head before I begin to
write. As I said above, I can’t begin writing a story
until it is essentially complete in my imagination. The
details of a story must be chosen with an idea of where
the story is going and its projected meaning—else the
story loses its coherence. One might say that the artist
is a kind of god who has created a world in which
everything is predestined in its larger aspects, but the
characters have a certain freedom within those
parameters. They often surprise me with their actions
and what they say. But their surprising behavior and
ideas are usually in keeping with my original
conceptions of their characters, even their
inconsistencies. I have tried to write stories before I
have them complete in my head. That doesn’t work for
me. They end up in the trash.
What would you say are the main reasons for someone to buy
your book—what would you hope they get out of it to make
their purchase worthwhile?
First, the story. It is, I believe, a cracking good story,
out at the edge of believability. So if the buyer likes an
exciting adventure, The Scourge has that: There’s
violence, murder, and a good bit of sex. But beyond
the excitement and adventure, there’s love, the conflict
between good and evil, an interaction of characters of
various types, and a solid moral center—no matter
how far individual characters deviate from that center.
The writing is also concise and lively.
What projects are you currently working on?
I am revising a collection of short stories, which has
two interconnected and unifying themes: the
relationship between the animal and human worlds
and the plight of modern Native Americans. It
consists of seven central stories with two additional
stories as prologue and epilogue. Most of these
stories have been published in literary journals. I am
also in the midst of a novel about a professor who
falls in love with a student forty years his junior. She
rejects his suit at first but eventually marries him.
The novel is developed through a series of short
stories that follow the couple’s relationship over a
number of years.

You’ve been involved in the world of writing for so long, both
as a creator and a “consumer” (so to speak). What advice or
suggestions could you offer for other writers in terms of
training or process or inspiration or any other aspect? What
helped you develop as a writer?
First, I don’t think “inspiration” can be taught. It is
something you have or don’t have. However, if you
have it, you probably won’t know unless you write.
Then you discover whether you have it or not.
Inspiration came to me late, in my forties when I
began to write seriously. I had tried my hand at fiction
writing earlier, and I developed a facility in terms of
style, but I had no stories that I was satisfied with. In
my thirties and forties, I developed an interest in
Native Americans, before and after European contact,
and read voluminously in historical, ethnographic, and
personal narratives. Then I decided to write about
them myself. A number of the stories were published
in literary journals, but a number of them were not. So
I began writing novels. Although I could not find an
agent in New York or elsewhere to represent me, I
decided to continue writing whether I got published
or not. Writing was something I had to do. And I
continue to write. The Scourge is my first published
book of fiction, and I hope it will lead to the
publication of my other work.
One of the necessary preparations for learning to write
is learning to read. Without a broad knowledge of
literary tradition, you are writing in a vacuum.You
can’t, however, learn to write by reading only; you
must learn through practice: writing and measuring
your work against the best work you have read.
Teaching yourself to write is a very personal thing,
however. Nobody can teach you to write. Writing

programs at the universities are good only in providing
time and an atmosphere that is conducive to writing.
Those programs also provide an audience of fellow
students and published writers who can provide you
with feedback. On the undergraduate level, I taught
many workshops in non-fiction writing. We had a
textbook that comprised some of the best essays ever
written in English. These were the models that
provided the students with ideas for their own essays,
which I had students read to the class, but I did not
encourage students to criticize other students’ work
because I don’t think most students at the
undergraduate level have enough experience to
criticize constructively. Instead I had a conference with
each student after each essay—during which I
commented on their style and content and asked
questions about their intent.
Even though I was director of the graduate MFA
program, I would not conduct workshops, which I do
not like at the graduate level: I left those to the
writers-in-residence—James Dickey, Kwame Dawes,
Jeanette Turner Hospital, Ben Greer. I did, however,
teach several of the best students in one-on-one,
independent-study sessions. We met once a week for
two hours. Each week the student read a classic novel
[Moll Flanders, Great Expectations, Madame Bovary, Anna
Karenina, Heart of Darkness, The Sun Also Rises,The
Great Gatsby, Absalom, Absalom! etc.]. We discussed the
assigned novel and a writing project they had turned
in earlier in the week. I found this approach to
teaching writing much more effective than workshops.
So: Reading, writing, and soliciting intelligent
feedback are the most effective means in learning how
to write.
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