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"The Donkey' - Getting Into the Story

Lawrence Wright
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The following text is an interview with author Lawrence Wright about how he draws in his
readers. The interview is from the Longform podcast and was done by Aaron Lammer on 12
March 2014. Lawrence Wright talks about his style of writing, his use of character, setting
and creating a scene as well as how to begin a story with a ‘donkey’. Check out this interview
in full and others at longform. org/podcast.

Longform interview with Lawrence Wright (excerpt -- tran-
script)

What kinds of things did you discover during those first stories that you were reporting that
drew you into reporting as a pmfexsz’on?

“[ | I was very much under the inﬂuence of the ‘new journalists > And it was a time when

then you would be able to wind your way through itin a more literary way, but you could not
start, you know, the way I typlcally start all my stories now at the New Yorker, where you’re
.. you know, you have to have

everything in the first couple of sentences. I wanted to make my stories a lot more literary
[ ] »

“I was blocked because of my own ambition. I would spend a week on the couch trying to
figure out how to get started on a story. Eventually, I began to find a way to get into stories.
And then the main problem was [...] how to arrange the information in a stylish way that
will carry the reader through the story, and I finally understood that the only way to do that,
for me, is through characters and scenes. Those, I think, are the building blocks of any great
story — whether it’s fiction or nonfiction. If you have wonderful characters that the reader
cares about they will carry you into a world that might be really difficult to understand, but
if you care about that person, all the information that creates the world that character lives
in becomes more meaningful So you can feed information to the reader in a way that makes

[...] these are the things that I need in order to have a great story, to have the information
is important, but essentially what the reader cares about, and the reason the reader is in the
story in the first place and will stay in it, is because they have a human connection to the
people that are involved in the story.”

How did you balance those larger-than-life characters [of al Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden
and founder of Scientology L. Ron Hubbard, respectively] against the overall larger story that
involves international relations and massive amounts of FBI agents and Scientology tax agents?
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“Just to take the example of The Looming Tower. On 9/11, I was [at breakfast], and I got
in the car, and you know by the time I got home, I knew that the world had changed. And
[...] I feel that I need to address that somehow. As the story opened up a little bit, it became
more personal to me in part because we had lived in Cairo for two years when we were young
teachers at the American University, so I spoke Arabic, I had lived in a Muslim country, I
knew something about that part of the world. [...] But how do you take such a vast tragedy
and make ithuman and understandable? For me the only way to do thatis to find certain key
on its back, and also it will take the reader into a world that he may not understand or may
not have thought he cared about until you have this donkey.”
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