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Ian is a Métis writer from Edmonton, Al-
berta. He was mentored by Scotiabank 
Giller Prize-winning author, Sean 
Michaels. He is the author of the novel 
It’s A Long Way Down (2018), Before 
Oblivion (2017), and his thesis was a 
short story collection called The Door To 
Truth Might Be Strangeness. He is the 
EIC of Quagmire Magazine. His stories 
have been featured in long con maga-
zine, Brink Literary, in media res, Mont-
réal Writes, The Sunlight Press, The 
Spadina Literary Review and others. He 
has won the Illumination Prose Prize 
from Spire Light Magazine and was 
nominated by long con magazine for the 
best of the web fiction 2022.  

Brandon is from Lanigan, Saskatchewan. 
His MFA in Writing thesis, Only An Only 
Child, was a short story collection ex-
ploring modern masculinity and small 
town life, and it was nominated for a 
Graduate Thesis Award. During his MFA, 
he was mentored by Governor General 
Award-winning writer, Guy 
Vanderhaeghe. Brandon’s fiction has 
been published in The Society, in medias 
res, and Quagmire, and he’s published 
book reviews in Prairie Fire and the Riv-
er Volta Review of Books. His story, “Trip 
to Little Bighorn,” was one of twelve 
long-listed for the 2022 Bridge Prize. He 
is currently a fiction editor for Quagmire 
and an intern with Grain Magazine.  
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Delane is a Saskatchewan-based queer neurodi-
vergent writer and graduate student in the MFA 
in Writing program at the University of Saskatch-
ewan. Their thesis was a collection of short sto-
ries about the queer millennial experience titled 
Cryptids Anonymous. They have also recently 
gotten a tattoo to commemorate the project! 
While polishing and submitting stories for publi-
cation at various magazines, Delane has been 
working away as a proofreader for Grain Maga-
zine and Executive Director at JackPine Press. 
They have also been invited to read their work at 
Writing North 2023 which they are very excited 
about! 

Gunnar is a fiction writer and 2022 graduate of the 
Masters in Fine Arts program at the University of 
Saskatchewan whose poetry and short stories have 
appeared in The Racket, in media res, The Mark Lit-
erary Review, Old Red Kimono, and The Fieldstone 
Review, among others. His thesis and first novel, 
Belly, Doc, KUDZU, was nominated for an award for 
outstanding thesis by his alma mater. He currently 
works as a freelance editor of all things fiction. 
Gunnar lives in Atlanta, Georgia, where he enjoys 
drinking with friends and playing music… poorly.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

Aliza’s thesis was a gothic crime 
fiction novel Freshwater Fury 
that discussed societal depriva-
tion in Sarnia, Ontario, by con-
necting crime in modern Sarnia 
to the Great Lakes Storm of 
1913, demonstrating how the 
storms of life linger. Since com-
pleting her MFA, she has been 
working with Jamie Messum 

from the University of Toronto 
to edit Freshwater Fury and 
travelling. She spent a month in 
Spain, Portugal, Morocco, and 
Ireland and is preparing to head 
back to Ireland and on to 
France. She hopes to get into 
her Ph.D. in Scotland, but in the 
meantime, she is helping her 
mom open a coffee shop, free-
lancing, starting a magazine 
with Delane Just, and sub-
mitting work for publication. 
Her latest publications are 
“Amazone Time” in Mulberry 
Literary and “Two Page Tales,” 
a short-fiction anthology she 
wrote with her writing group 
in Dundas, Ontario.  4 



Kristine is a Saskatoon author of four young adult novels 
all published by Dundurn Press. In the MFA in Writing, 
she wrote a short story collection titled Only Human, in 
which restrictive gender roles, marital discord, and do-
mesticity feature heavily in the stories and invite the 
reader to consider ethical boundaries. She is working on 
an adult fiction medical novel and another YA fiction 
novel and is currently serving as the 2022-2023 Writer in 
Residence for the Saskatoon Public Library.  

Özten is a member of Northwest Angle 33 First 
Nation who grew up in Winnipeg’s north end. 
She graduated from the MFA program in 2022. 
Her thesis, Mashkode, is a speculative verse 
novel set at the Manitoba legislative building 
which was initially drafted during a mentorship 
with Katherena Vermette. Her poetry has ap-
peared in CV2, Prairie Fire and the Winnipeg 
Free Press. She joined CBC Manitoba in De-
cember 2021 and currently works as an online 
reporter. She also recently attended the Banff 
Centre’s 2023 Winter Writers Retreat to fur-
ther develop her MFA thesis under the guid-
ance of Lisa Robertson. 

Callum is an MFA in Writing Grad from 
Camrose, Alberta. His thesis was on cre-
ating literature through hauntological 
methods/being haunted. He’s working 
on reinvigorations of ancient forms of 
poetry, is the poetry editor for Quag-
mire Magazine founded by fellow grad-
uate Ian Canon. He’ll be reading from 
his thesis at Writing North 2023.  
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With roots in New Brunswick 
and Saskatchewan, Karen’s 
creative writing is fueled by a 
commitment to address gen-
dered violence and informed 
by years of experience in re-
search and community prac-
tice. Karen completed her 

MFA in Writing at the Univer-
sity of Saskatchewan in 2022. 
Her MFA project, Inheritance, 
is a linked short story collec-
tion of eight fictional narra-
tives of lives impacted by in-
terpersonal violence and 
abuse. Delighting in the ex-
traordinary capacity of artistic 
expression to create space for 
social and political engage-
ment and activism, Karen is 
working on her first novel, as 
well as non-fiction articles re-
lated to gendered violence.  
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I have always welcomed feedback from my students. 
One of the things I have learned from them was––in 
this course especially, Introduction to Creative 
Writing––give them texts that are as long as the ones 
they are required to write. For example, they had a 
word limit from 1800 to 2200 for the fiction piece, so 
now I will give them fiction pieces only that long so 
that they can focus on the quality of a similarly struc-
tured piece. I have learned, give them an example of 
what I am expecting to enable clarity of expectations. 

I did, for a long time, consider writing a solitary effort. 
Even when my wife, a few agents, and a few publish-
ers were giving me feedback, I thought that it was a 
solitary project. But the workshop environment of 
115 people, working on a text, and smaller breakout 
groups of thirty people rather than eleven people 
workshopping, has made me realize how much of a 
collaborative effort it is to get your own writing into a 
certain shape. It has given me an idea of what kind of 
focus groups I want to make in the future. I don’t 
want a limited group of two or three people. I might 
have fifteen people read my writing before I edit it. 

First of all, I am super enthusiastic in class; ridiculously 
enthusiastic, maybe. This is the one thing I want to do in 
my life: teach and practice creative writing. I am fully 
there. Everything that exists outside the class is for-
gotten at that point. I don’t have any other concerns ex-
cept the text in front of us and what we are going to take 
out of it and build from there. 

My methods are very intuitive. As well as building on 
much of the knowledge I have gained in the formal 
methods, I plan lessons with instincts about my students 
and what will resonate with them. For example, I was 
teaching layering, how to layer in a story––I used Nicho-
las Montemarano’s “To Fall Apart,” which is the story 
about the disappearance of a child, and the narrator is 
writing it from the perspective of the child’s elder sibling, 
twenty-five years later. He [the sibling] is reminiscing 
about how his sister disappeared, and the layering that 
he does in the story is that he comes back to it again and 
again from a different angle, and years apart, and the 
two-years-later and twenty-five-years-later layers, as 
well as others, become intertwined into one narrative. 
But to pull them apart , and to show how the writer was 
going about creating the text, the analogy that I used 
was that of constructing the multiple layers of a lasagna: 
the layers that give structure, the ones that contain 
meat, sauce and flavour similar to the layers of a lasa-
gna. I will use anything in the world to bring home the 
point to my students. I will go out of my way. I will also 
teach many different kinds of stories, and I will be 
uniquely passionate. I think that is my thing. 
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In Fall, 2022, I started teaching ENG 120, 
Introduction to Creative Writing, which 
has 115 students. I had three TAs to 
manage as well––MFA students, Daniel, 
Sara, and Owen––and from the get-go 
working with them was just a wonderful 
collaborative team effort. We were all 
on the same page, sharing ideas, work-
ing as peers. 

Along with the teaching, I have been 
trying to finish up my Ph.D. I did not get 
a lot of work done in the last three 
years, and I have suffered a bit from 
2020 to 2022 because I have mostly 
been taking care of my son at home. But 
at the same time, I would never pass up 
an opportunity to teach creative writing. 
And this has been a blessing––not even 
in disguise. Teaching the ENG 120 ena-
bled me to finally embrace teaching cre-
ative writing completely. It has been 
difficult balancing it with my dissertation 
and family life, but I have been able to 
pull nights, get it all together. 

Now, in Winter 2023, I am teaching an 
advanced creative writing course in fic-
tion, and working on their developing 
novels with 9 students is an incredibly 
rewarding experience. I am nervous be-
fore every class, but the excitement 
takes over as soon as things start click-
ing into place—and my students have 
enabled at least half of that clicking. 

The first step is to realize that this is going to be a long journey and to not 
be afraid that it is going to be a long journey. When you’re five years old, 
you think you want to be forty at once, but this is a long, very rewarding 
journey, very painful as well. It is meaningful; the pain is all meaningful. 

There is a segment from Inside the Actor’s Studio by Ben Kingsley where 
one of his students asks, ‘What can an apprentice actor do while he has 
so much energy and there is no role coming?’ And he gave this wonderful 
answer about how acting is a tribal thing. You are going to be entrusted 
with a bow and arrow when you are ready. And you’re only ready for so 
much at certain points. At first, you may only be given the bow, and all 
you can do is twang it. But you will twang it so perfectly, if you’re en-
gaged with it, that you become fully immersed in the twang that when 
they give you an arrow, you will think, I am not ready yet. I don’t want 
this.’ You must be so immersed in what you are given in the moment that 
nothing else matters. 

Similarly, I believe that a novice writer must be focused on the project 
that he or she or they are excited by and focus on it to the complete ex-
clusion of things. The purpose of completing the first draft of a novel is to 
get that story down, yes, but also to complete that project––to internally, 
bodily experience, what it takes to complete a project. And once you 
know what it takes to complete a project, you can complete a better pro-
ject after that. And being a writer is to keep on successively completing 
one project after another, in a long concatenation 

I am working on several different projects, and hopefully 
two or three of them will see the light of day in the next 
few years. My current novel in progress is a work set 
within the pandemic, and it focuses on the relationship 
between a father and his son. I have been slowed down 
in the creative writing because of the PhD, but now that 
it’s nearing an end, I am excited about soon becoming 
fully immersed in the teaching and writing of fiction.  

Sheheryar B. Sheikh (Shero) has an MFA from the Uni-
versity of Notre Dame (’07), and he has published two 
novels with HarperCollins India, The Still Point of the 
Turning World (’17) and Call Me Al: The Hero’s Ha-Ha 
Journey (’19). His shorter fiction has appeared in jour-
nals including Prism International and the Black Warri-
or Review. At the U of S, Shero is finishing up his PhD 
on post-9/11 American fiction while writing his third 
novel, for which he has received grants from the Cana-
da Council for the Arts and SK Arts.  
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Ashley is writing an 

animal fable focused 

on exploring themes 

of disability and oth-

erness. She enjoys 

writing about nature, 

queerness, and fairy 

tales through short 

stories and novels.   

Dawn is a writer originally 
from rural Alberta. Her po-
ems and short stories have 
appeared in Grain, Arc Po-
etry Magazine, The Dal-
housie Review, Every Day 
Fiction, and in media res. 
She currently lives in Sas-
katoon, where she is com-
pleting her MFA in Writing 
at the University of Sas-
katchewan and working on 
her first novel. She has two 
cats.  

Josiah’s thesis is a 

collection of fabulist 

short stories. His 

work has appeared 

in San Antonio Re-

view, Vast Chasm, 

Fractured Lit, and 

the Rumpus. He 

lives in Saskatoon.  

Walker is currently an MFA 

candidate at the University 

of Saskatchewan, where he 

writes poetry and realistic 

fiction. His work explores 

coming of age, codepend-

ency, and anticipatory anxi-

ety. His work has been pub-

lished in in medias res. He 

is a contributing editor at 

ARC Poetry magazine.  

 

 Red is a disabled & neurodivergent writer, 
artist, and chronic pain sorcerer. Red is from 
Calgary, Alberta, though he grew up in 
Prince George, B.C. Red completed both a 
BFA in Drawing at the Alberta College of Art 
& Design (now AU Arts) in 2011 and a BA in 
English (Art History minor) at Mount Royal 
University in 2019. His dystopian creative 
thesis, critical disability research, and arts 
practice are all directed towards challenging 
and subverting culture tropes of disability 
and neurodivergence. Red believes specula-
tive works of fiction, especially science-
fiction & fantasy, have the unique abilities to 
challenge (or reinforce) an audience’s as-
sumptions of social issues to a greater de-
gree than most genres. He promotes how 
speculative works can invite new awareness 
by showcasing the realities and possibilities, 
both positive and negative, of nonconform-
ing minds and bodies. 

Olive Scott is a second year student 
in the MFA program from Belle-
ville, Ontario. She has a degree in 
Greek and Roman History from the 
University of Toronto and is cur-
rently working on her thesis---a 
retelling of ancient Greek trag-
ic plays in the form of a novel. She 
is a SSHRC award holder and has 
been published in Acta Victoriana, 
the Hart House Review, In Medias 
Res, and other literary magazines. 
In her spare time, she is a member 
of the Confucius Institute Dance 
Team, a choreographer for the On-
ly Human Dance Collective, and the 
Poetry Editor for the Fieldstone 
Review.  

10 



Hannah is a first-
year MFA in Writing 
student. She gradu-
ated with an English 
degree from St. 
Mary's University, 
where she had her 
short fiction pub-
lished in the univer-
sity anthology, 
Sightlines. She is 
currently working 
on her thesis, a 
modern gothic fic-
tion novel.   

Daniel Bliss is an 
American poet who is 
excited to write a full-
length poetry collec-
tion for his thesis. 
Daniel’s poems focus 
on travel and a per-
son’s relationship to 
places and cities. 
Over the course of 
his six-month men-
torship, he’ll be 
working with Pitts-
burgh poet Christo-
pher Poindexter to 
hone his craft.  

Sara is a writer from Winni-

peg, Manitoba. She is also a 

classically trained pianist 

and a recent graduate of 

the MA in Arts Leadership 

program at Queen’s Univer-

sity. Her current research in 

the MFA in Writing program 

focuses on landscape my-

thologies of the Western 

prairies within a migratory 

moment, and folk-art prac-

tices among Mennonite 

women. Sara will begin a six

-month writing mentorship 

with Canadian author Lisa 

Moore in April 2023.  

Delaynie is a first year 
MFA in Writing student 
at the University of Sas-
katchewan, where she 
received her BA in Eng-
lish in 2022. Her work 
has been published in 
in media res. Delaynie 
mostly writes short fic-
tion and poetry which 
frequently focus on 
mental illness, trauma, 
and 2SLGBTQ+ issues. 
She is currently work-
ing on her thesis, a 
composite novel about 
loss and mourning.  

Comedian. 

1st Year MFA 
Student. 

From Hamilton, 
Ontario. 

Erin joined the MFA in Writing pro-
gram with an undergraduate honours 
degree in journalism from Toronto 
Metro University (formerly Ryerson 
University) and five years of reporting 
and editing experience at the Saska-
toon StarPhoenix and Regina Leader-
Post, where she published hundreds 
of articles nationwide receiving bylines 
in the National Post.  
Within her writing, Erin is interested in 
exploring the possible futures of poli-
tics and capitalism. During the MFA 
program Erin, alongside author and 
mentor Andromeda Romano-Lax, is 
working on her thesis project, a specu-
lative fiction novel exploring female 
bodily autonomy, eugenics, and men-
tal health in a postcapitalist world.  

Owen is a writer from rural Mani-

toba. He is a columnist at Canadi-

an Dimension magazine and has 

contributed to non-fiction publi-

cations including Jacobin, Liberat-

ed Texts, and Monthly Review. 

His fiction work has appeared in 

Quagmire Literary Magazine, 

antilang., Fairlight Books, and 

others. His book on Canada’s role 

in the war in Afghanistan will be 

published by Lorimer Books this 

fall. Owen’s thesis is an eco-

fiction novel set in a small farm-

ing community in Manitoba. His 

mentor during the MFA program 

is Michael Christie.  11 



Being the writer-in-residence at 
the library is fantastic. Being able 
to connect with writers of all ages 
and at different stages of their 
journey is so fulfilling. I’ve met 
with writers as young as 8 and 89. 
It’s been a true honour. I wish I 
could do this job forever, but alas, 
soon it will be someone else’s 
lucky spot. 
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Always learn and grow. Attend 
workshops, read books on craft, 
find other writers to connect 
with. It can be a lonely world at 
times. Focus on creating. Write 
from your heart first. Let your 
head in on the process later, 
which is to say try to silence 
your inner editor or the voice 
that tells you that you can’t. 

I used to think the joy would 
come with publication, and 
while that’s certainly an exciting 
and worthy goal, I’ve learned 
that the joy is really in the cre-
ating. Also, many writers do not 
consider themselves writers, es-
pecially if they don’t have any-
thing published. I say if it’s in 
your heart to write and the de-
sire to wrestle words into some-
thing thought-provoking, beauti-
ful, or interesting is there––
you’re a writer. 

Many people were curious as to why I’d 
enter the MFA in Writing program given 
that I’d already established a writing ca-
reer and published four novels. As my 
career has evolved, I’m being asked to 
mentor and judge more often and at 
times, I wasn’t always certain of my abil-
ity to give solid, actionable, and meaning-
ful advice in genres such as poetry, for 
example. I also have a strong desire to 
teach. I entered the program with the 
desire to become a more well-rounded 
writer and work in other genres (I wrote 
a short story collection for my thesis). I 
wanted to use my time wisely, take risks, 
stretch myself and ultimately prove to 
myself that I could learn and grow. I re-
ceived all of this and more by being in 
the program. Plus, what other time in my 
life would I get to delve in all things 
writing for two whole years? This was a 
true thrill for me as it wasn’t easy to re-
turn to school at middle age and as a 
mom of three teens.  

I didn’t set out to specifically 
write YA, but I love the genre. 
Adolescence is a paradox be-
tween an exciting time of grow-
ing independence and utter 
misery. It’s a time of life that 
sticks with us in ways other 
times of our lives may not.          

I love that we can all recall 
those pivotal moments of our 
teen years. I think that is why 
YA draws a varied and exten-
sive audience. I love the crosso-
ver appeal––there are just as 
many adults who read YA as 
teens.  

I adore the library. Even as a 
regular patron prior to my 
residency, I was unaware of 
just how many programs, ser-
vices, and resources there 
are. The library is continually 
evolving and adapting to 
make their services inclusive, 
accessible, and community-
driven. And it’s all free! The 
kindest people work there. 
They are book lovers who ap-
preciate story deeply. What’s 
not to love? 



I am working on an adult medical 

fiction novel about the effects of 

burnout. I think this is an im-

portant topic with what the world 

has endured in the past few years. 

I’m midway writing both a middle 

grade and a YA novel. I’m also try-

ing to revise the short story col-

lection I wrote for my thesis.     

Interview by:  

Rahul Edwin 
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My nervousness, a mixture of social anxiety 
and post-pandemic tension, fleeted as I 
walked the stairs up the Saskatoon Golf and 
Country Club on Treaty 6 Territory to attend 
the Cheryl and Henry Kloppenburg Award for 
Literary Excellence. I entered a group of peo-
ple, smiling, laughing, welcoming me with 
handshakes and hugs. As I sat at a table with a 
group of writers who, like me, started out 
with a pencil and a dream, I was over-
whelmed by their friendly care. They asked 
about my own works in progress, gave me 
advice on managing the community, and 
made me feel like I belonged there just as 
much as any of them.  

Alice Kuipers, the accomplished Young Adult 
fiction writer, welcomed us to the ceremony. 
Following Kuiper’s initial comments and 
thanks, all stood for the Honourable Russ 
Mirasty, Lieutenant Governor of Saskatche-
wan. Then, those in attendance were served 
a decadent lunch and the room was once 
again bursting with the buzz of laughter and 
whispers of anticipation.   

Mirasty was first to speak after the meal. 
Greeting us first in Woodland Cree, followed 
by English, before thanking to the event’s 
host, the Saskatchewan Writer’s Guild. He 
recognized the influence the SWG has had 
over the many years since its establishment. 
He also thanked Henry and Cheryl Kloppen-
burg for their generosity. Mirasty was fol-
lowed by the Mayor of Saskatoon, Charlie 
Clark, who took his time to express his grati-
tude towards writers and the escape they 

provide to their read-
ers. He acknowledged 
the award ceremony 
as a way to “celebrate 

writers” and all they do for the community.    

The Cheryl and Henry Kloppenburg Award for 
Literary Excellence, established in 2010, was 
created after Cheryl and Henry Kloppenburg, 
lawyers and philanthropists, noticed artists 
and writers in Saskatchewan were not receiv-
ing significant recognition. The couple wanted 
to acknowledge those in the community who 
have “written a substantial body of literary 
work and had a significant impact on writing 
in Saskatchewan.” The award, a total of $10, 
000 and a framed print from the work of 
award-winning Saskatchewan artist Dorothy 
Knowles, honours the impact the arts have on 
a community and, indeed, celebrates writers.   

Cheryl Kloppenburg listed the previous twelve 
winners as those listening leaned closer in 
anticipation.  

Applause erupted as Candace Savage was 
announced as the 2022 recipient of The Cher-
yl and Henry Kloppenburg Award for Literary 
Excellence. After a moment for applause, 
Cheryl Kloppenburg acknowledged Savage’s 
successful literary past and many awards. 
Once pictures were taken and the excited 
hum of the room calmed, Savage stood at the 
podium.  

Savage was born in the Peace River Country 
of northern Alberta but now mainly resides 
between Saskatoon and Eastend. After giving 
recognition to the Indigenous peoples on 
Treaty 6 Territory. Savage described the Sas-
katoon area as “a land of stories” and said she 
was humbled and proud to have the oppor-

tunity to contribute to this tradition of story-
telling. Regarding the prestigious award, Sav-
age said it was “comforting, grounding” to be 
honoured in such a way.  She then thanked 
the Kloppenburgs for their continued gener-
osity and read a passage from her picture 
book Always Beginning.   

Watching Savage receive this award was es-
pecially inspiring to me. Like Savage, I origi-
nate from an often-overlooked rural area and 
have worked towards being a writer for most 
of my life. Her triumph resonates  with me 
and others who have often felt their origin 
could not align with recognition. Savage has 
shown me that through ambition, hard work, 
and the ever-growing support one can find in 
Saskatchewan’s writing community, we can 
become more than the place we were born.  

After Savage’s reading, Henry Kloppenburg 
spoke briefly. He shared his experiences with 
writers in Saskatchewan and expressed his 
gratitude for them.  

The closing remarks were delivered by Kui-
pers, who gave a final congratulations 
to Savage, thanks to the Kloppenburgs, and a 
farewell to everyone. Most in attendance 
stood and began socializing, many trying to 
squeeze their way through the crowd to give 
their congratulations to Savage. I remained 
seated, watching old friends and colleagues 
be reunited after being separated because of 
COVID-19. Sitting in the beautiful country club 
surrounded by strangers, I couldn’t help but 
be overwhelmed with a sense of familiarity 
and belonging. I left the ceremony knowing 
that with some ambition, hard work, and the 
support of this amazing community, I, too, 
could become the writer I dream of being.  

The MFA in Writing program wishes to express the deepest con-

dolences and sympathies to Cheryl Kloppenburg and family fol-

lowing the passing of Henry Kloppenburg in October.    



It’s the slight cultural differences I noticed first. The 
small things that you wouldn’t think would matter 
add a charm to Saskatoon. Before integrating my-
self into the city, I couldn’t have told you  bunny-
hug meant hoodie, toque is a beanie, ketchup 
could be a chip flavour, or that saying thank you to 
the bus driver is commonplace. I would have never 
guessed it was possible to be as friendly as the lo-
cals of Saskatoon. 

As fall turned to winter, I got to experience the full 
force of a Canadian winter. The type of cold that 
sticks to your lungs and hangs ice from your eye-
lashes. The kind of cold I didn’t know existed any-
where outside of Antarctica. When I first felt -20 
Fahrenheit, it made sense why even in late August, 
locals were warning me to get ready for winter. 
The term “base layer” became new to my vocabu-
lary, but one locals were happy to teach along with 
the other four layers needed to make it across 
campus. 

Even on the coldest days, there hasn’t been a sin-
gle moment where I’ve doubted my decision to 
come to USask. In my first year alone, I’ve already 
become a better writer, met friends I’ll keep for a 
lifetime, and had the opportunity to teach writing 
workshops to eager students always willing to ask 
questions about being American along with guess-
ing the origins of my accent. 

In just seven months, Saskatoon, through all its 
oddities and feet of snow, has felt like a home I’ve 
never found anywhere else in all my travels. I 
would encourage any writer and student to come 
to the USask; there’s nowhere as friendly and wel-
coming as Saskatchewan.  

You’re probably wondering how an American who 
went to school in Philly ended up on the prairies of 
Canada for a master’s program. My journey to the 
great white north started with a late-night Google 
session looking at different writing programs across 
the States before adding Canada to my search out of 
pure curiosity. After a few hours of searching, I land-
ed on a university shockingly good at football and 
smack in the middle of the country, the University of 
Saskatchewan. 

The writing MFA had everything programs in the 
States lacked. It was well-balanced, exposed stu-
dents to all forms of writing, and was taught by pro-
fessors who supported each student as individual 
writers. When I was accepted, it was a no-brainer 
that USask was where I’d call home for the next two 
years. 

From a cultural standpoint, I didn’t know what to 
expect. We Americans have the most clichéd stereo-
types of Canadians. In the States, we assume Canadi-
ans are the nicest people on Earth, all play hockey, 
drink maple syrup with every meal, and have this 
mysterious thing called healthcare. While some of 
these things are true, I’ve discovered so much more 
about Canada while at USask. 15 
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Dr. Jessica McDonald with thanks to Diann Block and Dr. Nancy Van Styvendale. 
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Strange Paradise, won the Giller 
Prize, the Pacific Northwest 
booksellers award, and the Oregon 
book award for fiction; it was also 
named the best book of the year 
by the New York Times, The Wash-
ington Post, and NPR.” 

Writing North 13 kicked off with an 
introductory speech by Kate O’ Gor-
man, who welcomed the keynote 
speaker, Omar El Akkad, on behalf of 
the Saskatchewan Writer’s Guild and 
the University of Saskatchewan. As a 
recent graduate of the MFA in 
Writing program at USask, and as the 
prose editor for Grain Magazine and 
editorial assistant with Thistledown 
Press, O’ Gorman was an ideal candi-
date for moderating the event. After 
giving a Land Recognition, expressing 
her gratitude for the privilege to 
share the land of Saskatoon, which 
falls on Treaty 6 Territory, O’Gorman 

passed the baton to Dr. Brent Nel-
son, the Department Head of English 
at USask. Dr. Nelson reflected appre-
ciatively on the 13th year of the part-
nership between the USask and the 
Saskatchewan Writers Guild, before 
O’Gorman introduced Omar: 

“Omar is an author and journalist. 
His fiction and non-fiction writing has 
appeared in the New York Times, the 
Guardian, Le Monde Guernica, GQ 
and many other newspapers and 
magazines. His debut novel, Ameri-
can War, is an international bestsell-
er and has been translated into 13 
languages. His second novel, What 

All Writing North 

reporting by: Rahul Edwin 
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“The nuts and bolts of what 

comes before and after the 

part where you sit down and 

write. So, essentially, thinking 

about structure, research, 

planning on one end of the 

writing project and then think-

ing about revision, rewriting, 

editing on the other end.”  

 

When considering 
the topic at hand:  

“One of the ways I think about the under-

pinnings of a story––the load-bearing 

beams––is to divide them up into two 

kinds of substructure. What I mean by 

this, is not necessarily what the reader 

sees on the page, but what’s holding it all 

up. And I tend to put them into two kinds 

of categories. There’s decision-based, and 

there’s immersion-based.   

What I mean by decision-based is that 

there is something about this story where 

you have to make a decision: so, what 

narrative are you going to have? The 

most straightforward narrative is plot: a 

thing happens, and then another thing 

happens, and then another thing hap-

pens. Or are you going to go in a different 

direction? Are you deliberately going to 

be anti-narrative? Are you going to do 

something that has a well-established 

shape, or are you going to deliberately try 

to upend a well-established shape, or are 

you deliberately going to try to be shape-

less? There’s no right or wrong answer, 

but you have to make those decisions 

with respect to the thing that you’re 

writing.  

Then there’s stuff that’s immersion-

based, which is less of a decision, but ra-

ther how far down a particular road 

you want to walk: things like research, 

for example. You can research a novel 

for the rest of your life. There’s no ceil-

ing on the amount of research you can 

do with a project. The same thing 

when you think about your characters. 

I owe a lot of my career to a brilliant 

poet named Carolyn Smart, and she 

once said that the benchmark is that 

you should have about 40 pages of 

writing about your main characters 

done before you start writing a word 

about them in the actual story. That’s 

a very high bar to meet, but it serves a 

purpose, right? The deeper you go into 

this, the more you find out both in 

terms of research and 

in terms of your char-

acters how far you 

want to walk down 

those roads.”  

Thoughts on building a 
narrative substructure: 

“The murder mystery, as a form, 

is very well established. There are 

tons of precedents: we know the 

shape; we know the beats of it. 

We know that something hap-

pens at the beginning; we’re go-

ing to try and find out who did it; 

there’s going to be red herrings. 

And that well-established story 

form does a lot of the heavy lift-

ing, and it leaves the creator to 

work on whatever it is they want 

to focus on because the story 

form is so well established.  

You should know the shape of 

your story even if you think it is 

trite and something that you 

want to destroy. If you deliber-

ately want to destroy the shape 

of a story form, you should know 

the shape of the thing you’re 

trying to destroy.”  

On well-defined 
story structures:   
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“I wrote three books that I’m 
never going to show to anybody 
other than my best friend, that 
I’m never going to try to get pub-
lished. I think of them as the 
most important writing I ever 
did. They’re horrible finished 
products, but I think of them as 
sit-ups. I don’t necessarily want 
to see my favourite athlete do sit
-ups, but I understand why you 
need to build up those muscles, 
especially when you’re in the 
bottom of the valley, where 
you’re on the fourth or fifth 
draft, and you know you’ve got 
another five to go. All the novel-
ty of the project is worn off. 
Keep in mind that this is this is 
where people leave.  

I don’t win marathons because 
I’m a fast runner. I win mara-
thons because I’m really stub-
born, or at least I finish mara-
thons because I’m really stub-
born. The canonical pieces of 
writing advice are to read as 
much as you can and write as 
much as you can; to that, I will 
add, be kind to yourself. I don’t 
think you can do this kind of 
work and not access a real vul-
nerability and sense of insecurity 
in yourself. There’s always going 
to be a sense of ‘this sentence, 
this idea, this passage, this entire 
project was like a crystal in my 
head, how did it turn to coal on 
the page.’ What happened in 
that translation process? Lan-
guage is insufficient. The good 
sentences live beneath the bad 
sentences, and if you’re going to 
do that kind of excavation, you 
have to be good to yourself. Re-
member that the first draft is 
always, always a mess.”  

 “There’s this element I call sensory planning; it’s 
a little more amorphous. The way that you popu-
late your information containers is text, usually. 
You just write stuff down. But I want to make the 
case for a slightly more difficult means of note-
keeping, which is to try to capture other kinds of 
sensory memory: scents, textures, tastes. It’s 
hard to pin these things down. For one story, I 
spent hours trying to find online a particular co-
logne that I remember a grown-up wearing back 
in Qatar when I was young. I knew that the sec-
ond I smelled this thing, there would be a rush of 
memories, and I wanted to access them. It’s a 
very difficult thing to do, but the way that the 
sensory engages memory is really unlike any-
thing else. Collecting leaves and pressing them 
into your notebook or trying to find scents, tex-
tures, tastes, any ways that you can move out-
side of just writing a note down has an immense 
upside in terms of accessing memory, in terms of 
moving that experience onto the reader. I’m 
sure all of you have read a passage in a novel 
that has a feast, people eating, and it’s visceral. 
There’s a quality to it that brings you really close; 
well, that happens on the planning end.  

“It differs from writer to writer; 
it also differs from project to 
project. So, Richard Powers, I 
think, read every book that’s 
ever been published on fungus 
while researching The Oversto-
ry, which makes sense once you 
read The Overstory. It’s a door-
stop of a book. I don’t know if 
Kerouac would have been well 
served to read every book on 
the U.S. Interstate System be-
fore he wrote On the Road. 
That’s a very different kind of 
experience, and so it’s a good 
idea to think about what your 
ratio is likely to be so that you 
don’t spend too much time on 
the wrong end of it.”  

“John Cage once talked about this 
idea that when the artist walks into 
their studio, everyone in the world 
walks in with them. But once you 
start working, one by one, these 
people get up and leave; your critics 
leave, your family members leave, 
previous versions of you leave, and 
then if you’re very lucky, even you 
get up and leave. That, I think, is the 
place I’m always trying to get as a 
writer. It’s the greatest feeling ever. 
That sense that something is hap-
pening outside of me, a sense of 
serendipity. The more you plan, the 
less pragmatic problems you have, 
but also the less room for serendipi-
ty, and for getting to that place. You 
know, the great thing about plan-

ning is that it keeps 
you from getting 
lost; the worst thing 
about planning is 
that it keeps you 
from getting lost.”  

Perseverance when 
writing:  

How to balance re-
search with writing 

and rewriting:  

On overplanning: 
Cement the story in sensory details: 
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Left to Right: Dr. Jeanette Lynes, Callum Wilson, Karen Wood, Dr. Sheri Benning, Ashley Lekach, Josiah Nelson, Delane Just, Red Davis, Walker Pityn and Dawn Muenchrath 

During the second day of Writing North, 
current second-year students and a few 
recent graduates of the MFA in Writing 
program took to the podium to share a 
reading from their thesis projects. 

Red Davis is a disabled and neurodivergent writer and artist. He is currently 
working towards authentic disability representation in his creative projects 
as an MFA in Writing Candidate   

Delane Just is a Saskatchewan-based queer neurodivergent writer and 
recent graduate of the MFA in Writing program. Their thesis work is a 
collection of short stories focusing on the experiences and writings of 
queer Canadian millennials.  

Ashley Lekach is an author from rural Saskatchewan who writes about 
various topics, such as nature, queerness, and fairy tales.   

 Walker Pityn is currently an MFA candidate writing poetry and realistic 
fiction. He is also a contributing editor at ARC Poetry magazine and a co-
editor-in-chief at River Volta Review of Books. Originally from London, 
Ont., Walker moved to Saskatoon for his master’s degree in Summer 2021. 
He has been published in In Medias Res.   

Callum Wilson is an MFA in Writing Graduate, Poetry Editor at Quagmire 
Magazine and editor/instructor at Wheat & Laurel magazine. He lives in 
Saskatoon, writing weird poems and stories, and taking photos of bugs.  

Karen Wood has roots in New Brunswick and Saskatchewan. She recently 
completed her MFA in Writing, working on the project, Inheritance, a 
linked short story collection focusing on lives impacted by interpersonal 
violence and abuse.  
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Russell Wangersky’s great-great-grandfather, William Castle Dodge, undertook a journey 
across America in search of gold in 1849. Aged 22, Dodge wrote a diary documenting that 
eventful journey. Fast-forward 160 years, this diary falls into the hands of Wangersky. 
Wangersky, realizing the golden opportunity and the burden on his shoulders, replicates 
Dodge’s feat, following the same trail. While Dodge searched for gold, Wangersky’s aims 
went deeper––to establish a connection with family.  

In conversation with the poet, playwright, and writer Marina Endicott, Wangersky walked 
the audience through his journey dealing with shifting borders, changing landscapes, 
lonesome towns, and confusing directions; a journey that he termed “wondrous but terri-
fying.” Wangersky is a journalist and writer who has worked with Saskatoon StarPhoenix, 
The Telegram, and the Regina Leader-Post, and won numerous critical accolades, includ-
ing the National Newspaper Award, Winterset Award, and being short-listed for the Sco-
tiabank Giller Prize. His latest book, Same Ground: Chasing Family Down the California 
Gold Rush Trail, is now available on Amazon.com.  

Following his conversation with Marina Endicott, Russell Wangersky conduct-
ed a writing workshop where he explored the relationship between fiction 

and non-fiction. The following are three excerpts from his workshop:  

“Everything is malleable. 
Memories are malleable. The 
order you put things in is 
malleable. Different genres 
work in different ways, obvi-
ously. And different stories 
work in different forms. We 
know that simply from poet-
ry and fiction. A poem is a 
poem. It’s not necessarily a 
short story; it doesn’t aspire 
to be one. Nor does a short 
story aspire to be a poem.  

When these forms collide, 
you sometimes see that the 
tools that work well in one, 
work in the other too. The 
collision is very clear be-
tween fiction and non-fiction 

in the sphere known as crea-
tive non-fiction. But it can 
also be seen in what I call 
factual fiction, which is fic-
tion that is generated out of 
pieces of fact. Creative non-
fiction simply means that 
everything in the narrative is 
true; some people disagree.   

Everything I write, fiction, 
non-fiction, newspapers, 
magazine, books, is made up 
of my experience. It may not 
look that way. But it is. Yes, 
you can do research and then 
tape it together. It’s a whole 
package. And yes, you can 
use your imagination to go 
anywhere else. But if you do, 

be consistent.   

What I mean by that is if you 
go somewhere you’ve never 
been, if you want to write 
from the point of view of an 
organic chemist or even 
write about an organic chem-
ist, let an organic chemist 
look at your work, because 
nothing knocks someone out 
of your story more than a 
simple mistake. Whether 
that’s a date, time, function, 
if you put in a medical test 
that isn’t used at the right 
time, you lose a little chunk 
of your audience. Audiences 
are small enough that you 
can’t afford to lose any.”  

“Novels have better and more satisfying endings because you can make them 
do that. No matter how much you hope it will be different, non-fiction won’t 
give you satisfying endings unless you are writing about someone who them-
selves has a satisfying ending. News stories ––which are great stories––
flounder because of the fact that their endings are not tidy or fall into a grey 
area. There are no complete wins, no absolute victories. Protagonists in a 
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news story are rarely 
satisfied with how any-
thing turns out––even 
the story.   

But, having the ability to 
move things through, 
either fiction or non-
fiction, gives you a tre-
mendous advantage 
because you get to pick 
where you go. There’s a 
man who walks by my 
house in Caswell Hill 
almost every day. Grey 
hair, grey beard, he al-
ways looks angry. He has 
one of those canes that 
have four little feet on 
the bottom for broader 
plant on the ground. 
Every time he goes by 
my house, around the 
corner, he’ll change di-
rection, take his cane, 
and whack the wildflow-
ers growing next to the 
sidewalk. About every 

three or four days, he 
will come by. He’s very 
deliberate. He stops. 
Takes aim. Gives every 
little aster or weed a 
couple of whacks. I could 
use him, as a device, say, 
in a newspaper column. 
Here’s a snippet of a 
column I wrote long ago 
where he just might fit:  

***  

‘There’s something 
about the trombone: I 
think it’s the way the 
lowest notes can stretch 
past brassy into some-
thing much closer to the 
aftermath of the ringing 
of a bell. Start, stop, 
start all over again.   

Value solo trombone 
notes that come to you 
on the wind.  

With those notes hang-
ing in the air over him, a 

small boy rode back and 
forth, back and forth, up 
and down the block on a 
tiny bike with a plastic 
Spider-Man mask fixed 
firmly on the front of it 
between the handle-
bars.  

He left the shambling, 
slowly walking ball of 
people that was his fam-
ily—other, father, sis-
ters—darting away 
bravely into new territo-
ry before being reeled 
back into the comfort of 
familial security, over 
and over again.  

Like a hummingbird at a 
feeder, fuelling up, 
casting out, fuelling up, 
casting out. Finding new 
horizons, but not ready 
to commit to them yet.’  

***  

I could use that man in a 

“There’s a device I call in my 
head, a blender. The ques-
tion is the speed and dura-
tion of the blend. It’s about 
how you use all human ex-
perience and personal infor-
mation you collect for 
writing purposes on a regu-
lar day. How people talk, or 
dress, or look. Where they 
are. Where they interact 
with their surroundings. I 
am not a big notetaker, but 
the notes I take are very 
precise, very short, and are 
meant to be the key to un-
lock what I remember 
about a person’s behaviour, 
scene, or place, plant, or 
flower.   

The only difference be-
tween non-fiction and fic-
tion is that for non-fiction, I 
run the blender for a short 
time. Chopping full experi-
ences into big chunks, in 

what might be called 
scenes, if you are working 
at it from a dramatic point 
of view. I can move around 
the timeline as I see fit, dis-
tort it a little in a particular 
direction. From a musical 
point of view, to put the 
notes in a place where it 
develops into a crescendo. 
Everything actually hap-
pens. It’s all true. The only 
difference is the order.   

For fiction, my blender runs 
longer. The chunks are 
smaller, less identifiable, 
shreds of human manner-
isms, small still lives of 
ponds, woods, water, bare 
bones of arguments. I might 
take a piece of your life, 
your expression, the way 
you walk. For fiction, I build 
an amalgam of all these 
different experiences.”  

Cecily Nicholson is the author of 
four books (Triage, From the Pop-
lars, Wayside Song, and Harrow-
ings) and a past recipient of the 
Dorothy Livesay Prize. She is also 
the writer-in-residence at the 
University of Windsor. Nicholson 
read from her latest poetry collec-
tion, Harrowings, which takes 
place mainly in rural settings, with 
heartfelt moments recalled from 
the poet’s childhood growing up 

on a farm in Ontario; at the same time, the poems contend 
with “the farm” as a tract of colonial advance. Harrowings 
is a work deeply interested in Black intellectual and art his-
tory. In conversation with the poet, Khodi Dill, Nicholson 
redefined what it means to be “a rural black woman.”    
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MFA in Writing graduate Nicole 
Haldoupis has had her MFA thesis, 
after its publication by Regina’s Radi-
ant press, optioned for film. The 
screenplay development and casting 
are in their early stages, but how 
exciting – congratulations to Nicole! 

In an email interview, I asked Nicole, 
who now lives in St. John’s, New-
foundland, to tell me how this came 
about. She told me that her friend 
Charlotte Rice asked if Tiny Ruins 
had been adapted for film yet. When 
she discovered it hadn’t, Charlotte 
“said she’d like to adapt it to film 
with her partner, Mark Hoffe. They 

run Rogue Rock Pictures together in 
St. John’s. I was very excited but 
knew nothing about film adaptations 
or how any of that works, so they 
contacted Radiant Press and met 
with them to get the ball rolling.” 

Timelines are somewhat fluid but 
they’re aiming, Nicole wrote me, “to 
have a draft of the screenplay ready 
for late 2023/early 2024, and they’re 
aiming to shoot in spring/summer 
2024.” Nicole will have input in the 
film, she reported: “they want to 
make sure I’m happy with the script 
and how the characters are por-
trayed, which is really nice.” 

When I asked Nicole how it feels to 
have her fiction appear on screen, 
she responded, “It feels so unreal! 
[Charlotte and Mark] will make a 
super cool film out of it. I trust them 
a lot, and I’m so excited to see what 
they do with it.” 

Stay tuned for Tiny Ruins playing at a 
theatre near you! 

For the workshop, Nichol-

son gave everyone in the 

room two prompts. Based 

on these prompts, she en-

couraged people to write 

and share their poems, and 

gave pointers as to what 

feels beautiful and what 

works in all of them.   

 

Workshop 
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Bruce 
Sinclair, 
Indigenous 
Storyteller 
in Resi-
dence, 
with MFA 
Director 
Jeanette Lynes in April 2023. 

Dr. Jessica 
McDonald, 
Dept. of 
English, 
USask, 
presents a 
Writ 990 

session on Podcasting to MFA in 
writing students, 2022. 

Author Lisa Bird-Wilson (third from right, 
standing) presented a talk and reading 
based on her recent novel Probably Ruby 
to the MFA fiction class. Fall 2022. 

MFA in Writing 
graduates and cur-
rent students  pre-
sent a Writ 990  
session on writing 
and community 
engagement, 
2022. 
Left to Right: Dawn 
Muenchrath, 
Jaclyn Morken and 
Kristine Scarrow 

The final Writ 990 session for the 2023 term 
was an enjoyable hour with Métis dramatist 
and Indigenous Storyteller in Residence Bruce 
Sinclair, pictured with MFA in Writing students.  
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