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Reflections on an Interview with Amanda Yannella

Upon learning that we would interview a writer, our minds started searching - whom could we speak with? Whom did we know who identified him- or herself as a writer? Who would be easily approachable? After we discussed several options we all agreed that we would interview Amanda. The four of us have all spent time with Amanda in classes, and we knew that she had both published her own writing and was also continuing to write creatively.  Therefore, she seemed like an obvious choice. When asked to assist us, Amanda’s eyes lit up, and she was clearly eager to share her ideas and stories. What follows then is a collection of reflections by an international group of writers; we are Amanda’s classmates and acquaintances, and in our reflections, Amanda’s own writing philosophies shine through.

Apples as Bridges Marlen Harrison
“I had a class where the professor gave us all a slice of apple…and told us we were gonna write a memory about an apple. I thought, ‘I don’t have any memories of apples.’ I was freaked out. When I looked within and let the senses take over, all of a sudden when I smelled that apple I remembered sitting with my grandfather and eating an apple and the games we used to play…it was crazy how strongly that memory came back, just from the smell of that apple.”(Amanda Yanella, March 2007)

In discussing her process of crafting stories, Amanda tells us that writing is about putting “smaller pieces” together to make larger stories. Writing is about “finding artifacts” and letting the “emotions pour out.” In a vivid account of receiving a writing prompt from a college composition course, Amanda recognizes the power of the human senses to elicit emotions and memories, the starting points of stories, and emphasizes that it is these very memories that can serve as the smaller pieces, the artifacts. In contrasting the processes of academic and creative writing (and by way of comparison discussing her role as an instructor), Amanda continues with the assertion that by starting with anecdotes or telling a story, writers can “take something personal and add resource material to it to use in the academic world – it’s not one or the other, there can be bridges.”

When It’s OK to Hate- Leah Straschewski

We were only halfway through our interview with Amanda and it seemed that we had covered all of the questions on our list- that is all except the one question that I want to ask every writer who has ever published a narrative: How do you turn off the voices? Outside the context of this interview my question may have been the wonderings of the undiagnosed schizophrenic, but here- in this small, hot, cramped room- my question was that of an aspiring writer who, when she sits down at her keyboard, can’t stop the ever-so-well-articulated words of Anne Lamott, Scott Russell Sanders and David Sedaris, (among others) from ringing in my ears and ultimately destroying any ounce of creativity that I may have possessed. I asked Amanda if “they” had ever affected her work- did she hear voices? She replied with an emphatic “yes” and then said, “It’s ok to hate them.” She noted that it’s frustrating to struggle with one paragraph when their words seem to just flow and fill pages and pages and…. So I’m not the only one who sits green with envy.  Ironically, Amanda has become one of those voices that I struggle to turn off. What is also ironic is that writers- good writers- are also readers. Good writers hear voices but we must just learn to, in Amanda’s words, “ignore them” and “listen” for our own. 

The first draft you write with your HEART. - Khawla Kittaneh

Although we had worked as a group on our interview questions, there was one question that kept ringing through my head after we had watched “Finding Forrester”. In the movie, Forrester tells Jamal, “You write the first draft with your heart and the second draft with your head”. Once I heard that sentence, I knew for sure that I had to ask Amanda whether or not she thought this was true. As expected, Amanda’s answer was an absolute “yes”. One example that she shared with us was that she had not planned on publishing her first book; the entire publishing process occurred in a rather hasty matter, which did not give her any chance to revise and edit her writing. After the book was published, Amanda told us that there were things that she would have liked to write, and other things that she would like to edit or remove; her first draft was written as a result of inspirations, and had she had another chance to revise, she would have had to “think about” how to make the book better. Amanda also told us who the audience is for her book and how much background knowledge is needed to truly understand her book. These are issues that Amanda plans to take under consideration when she is writing in the future. 

I should have done it this way….  Roza Kazakbaeva
As we know, after a writer finishes and submits his/her writing there is always room for afterthoughts and sometimes regrets. Therefore, it was interesting for us to know whether Amanda ever experienced these kinds of afterthoughts. Amanda told us that, as any writer, she looks very critically at her writing and always has that experience.  This is how she remembers her first published book. She told us that in an undergraduate narrative course, the professor asked the students to write short personal essays. For these assignments, she wrote her personal story about how she grew up with her grandmother, a holocaust survivor, and included reflections from her childhood. The professor liked her essay and sent it to a competition. Even though her essay did not win the main award, it was nominated for some awards, and actually one of the judges liked her essay very much and decided to publish it. Because of the deadlines the publishers set, Amanda did not have time to revise it and the essay was sent to the publisher in its “raw” version. Even now when she reads it she thinks: “I should have done this” or “I should have put this there.” Even though a lot of people loved the book, she thinks there are a lot of things that she wanted to add to it that would make her book more complete. She also told us that actually she did not think of becoming a professional writer or writing for publications. It was just a “smile of fate” that inspired her to write. In other words, it was almost by accident that she became a writer.
