
Gordon	Lish	and	his	Influence	

	

Gordon	Lish	is	perhaps	best	known	as	the	authoritative,	and	thus	

controversial,	editor	of	Raymond	Carver,	among	numerous	other	authors.	This	

characterization	however,	does	a	grave	injustice	to	the	scope	of	Lish’s	influence.	

Indeed,	I	would	argue	that	no	man	has	had	a	greater	influence	on	the	today’s	literary	

landscape.	A	prolific	author	in	his	own	right,	Lish	also	served	as	editor,	publisher,	

and	teacher	to	some	of	the	most	significant	voices	of	the	latter‐half	of	the	20th	

century,	as	well	as	those	of	the	21st	.		With	Lish,	American	publishing	saw	an	

unprecedented	(and	since	unduplicated)	output	of	challenging	art	by	a	major	

corporation,	the	occurrence	of	which	came	as	direct	result	of	one	man’s	artistic	

vision.	It	is	these	books,	which	Lish	published,	wrote,	or	otherwise	influenced,	which	

are	the	subject	of	my	collection.	

In	1977,	Gordon	Lish	left	his	position	as	Senior	Editor	of	Esquire	Magazine	

and	accepted	a	job	of	the	same	title	at	Alfred	A.	Knopf.	He	worked	at	Knopf	for	

eighteen	years	until	parting	ways	in	1995,	having	assembled	what	is	arguably	one	of	

the	greatest	editorial	runs	in	the	history	of	publishing.	During	these	eighteen	years	

Lish	published	many	of	the	most	memorable	voices	in	contemporary	fiction,	many	

of	whom	he	published	for	the	first	time.	Among	the	authors	who	Lish	brought	into	

publication	are:	Raymond	Carver,	Don	Delillo,	Amy	Hempel,	Barry	Hannah,	Cynthia	

Ozick,	Joy	Williams,	and	Umass’s	own,	Noy	Holland.	What	is	perhaps	most	notable	

about	Lish’s	time	at	Knopf	however,	is	the	level	of	freedom	he	was	given	in	

determining	what	Knopf	would	publish.	As	is	the	case	with	all	of	the	major	New	



York	publishing	houses,	Knopf	is	a	corporation	driven	by	revenue.	It	is	therefore	

perhaps	Lish’s	greatest	achievement	that	he	was	able	to	get	such	a	wide	range	of	

voices	into	print,	from	the	accessible	to	the	experimental,	via	one	of	the	most	widely	

read	venues	in	America.	

When	I	look	back	at	catalogue	released	during	Lish’s	time	at	Knopf,	it	is	

alarming	to	consider	how	many	of	these	books	would	never	have	been	published	

without	Lish’s	influence.	Lish	frequently	and	successfully	advocated	for	books	

which,	for	one	reason	or	another,	did	not	meet	the	expected	norms	of	the	American	

publishing	houses.	Raymond	Carver’s	What	We	Talk	About	When	We	Talk	About	

Love,	now	an	indivisible	part	of	the	contemporary	literary	cannon,	was	en	route	to	

being	rejected	at	Knopf	until	Lish	threatened	to	quit	were	it	not	published.		

During	his	run	with	Knopf,	Lish	accumulated	an	unprecedented	level	of	

freedom	as	regards	the	books	published	by	Knopf.	The	commercial	successes	of	

Carver,	Delillo,	and	Ozick,	among	others,	allowed	Lish	to	turn	his	attention	to	other	

authors	who	otherwise	would	have	likely	been	neglected.	For	one,	Lish	managed	to	

publish	a	number	first	books	by	authors,	a	practice	which	major	publishers	

generally	avoided.	Lish	edited	the	now	famous	literary	journal,	The	Quarterly,	

which,	with	its	thirty‐one	issues,	introduced	America	to	a	wider	range	of	literary	

voices.	During	his	time	at	Knopf	Lish	published	a	number	of	novellas,	which	due	to	

printing	costs	were	often	rejected	by	major	publishers,	as	well	as	some	of	the	first	

books	of	micro‐fictions	(stories	of	approximately	500	words	or	less).	

Perhaps	most	notably,	he	also	published	a	number	of	books	then	labeled	

“experimental,”	but	which	we	now	recognize	as	any	work	which	falls	outside	the	



distinction	of	“realism.”	Books	with	multiple	narrators,	nonlinear	chronologies,	or	

surreal	landscapes	were	published	in	runs	of	50,000,	or	more.	Canadian	author	Ken	

Sparling’s	first	novel,	Dad	Says	He	Saw	You	At	The	Mall,	is	an	apparently	plot‐less	

novel,	written	in	over	500	disconnected	snippets,	which	depicts	the	routinized	lives	

of	Ken	Sparling	and	his	wife	and	child.	Ben	Marcus’s	The	Age	of	Wire	and	String	is	a	

series	of	linked	stories	presented	in	the	form	of	a	handbook	wherein	the	author	

redefines	words	such	as	dog,	automobile,	and	weather,	rendering	an	entirely	

implausible	yet	singular	world.			

While	Lish’s	contributions	as	a	publisher	were	great,	his	contributions	as	an	

editor	and	teacher	were	perhaps	even	greater.	It	is	staggering	when	I	consider	not	

only	the	influence	Lish	had	on	his	own	students,	but	the	respective	influence	those	

writers	have	had	their	own	students	and	colleagues.	Former	Lish	students	such	as	

Raymond	Carver,	Amy	Hempel,	and	Mary	Robison	served	as	seminal	figures	for	the	

popular	literary	style	of	the	80s,	minimalism.	It	seems	that	former	Lish	students	are	

coming	to	dominate	the	circles	in	which	creative	writing	gets	taught,	thus	

proliferating	Lish’s	teachings	to	another	generation.	Former	students	Ben	Marcus	

and	Sam	Lipsyte	direct	Columbia’s	MFA	program	in	Creative	Writing,	Brian	Evenson	

directs	the	Literary	Arts	program	Brown,	Mary	Robison,	Padgett	Powell,	Richard	

Ford,	Amy	Hempel,	and	Michalel	Martone,	among	numerous	others,	are	Creative	

Writing	faculty	members	at	various	American	Universities.	Former	Lish	students	

Noy	Holland	and	Sam	Michel	teach	in	Umass’s	own	Creative	Writing	program.	

In	considering	today’s	literary	landscape,	the	influence	exerted	by	Lish	

strikes	me	as	unparalleled.	In	my	own	studies,	I	have	felt	his	influence	in	traceable	



and	wholly	tangible	ways.	I	have	personally	taken	courses	from	two	Lish	students,	

as	well	as	from	three	second‐generation	Lish	students	(students	of	students	of	Lish).	

As	an	aspiring	writer,	I	have	found	that	the	most	valuable	exercise	in	improving	my	

writing	is	my	reading.	I	am	an	avid	reader,	and	when	I	find	an	author	who	resonates	

with	me	particularly	I	pursue	that	writer	deeply.	I	have	found	that	many	of	my	

favorite	writers	were	once	Lish	students,	colleagues,	or	fit	in	some	other	way	into	

his	specific	literary	lineage.	And	while	many	of	the	authors	Lish	published	and	

taught	are	still	widely	accessible,	many	others	have	been	forgotten,	remaindered,	or	

were	never	reprinted.	Should	I	be	selected	to	receive	this	award,	I	would	be	able	to	

search	out	those	books	that	have	since	fallen	into	obscurity.	I	have	compiled	a	list	of	

over	one	hundred	books	that	Lish	either	published,	edited,	or	in	some	obvious	way	

influenced.	This	award	would	allow	me	to	further	my	collection,	my	library,	the	

most	important	asset	an	aspiring	writer	might	possess.	
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