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An Interview with Matt Weiland

“The country is way bigger, way stranger, and way more interesting than we ever acknowledge.”
So said Matt Weiland, Senior Editor of HarperCollins imprint Ecco, reflecting on what he missed
most about America after moving to London in the early 2000s. And this sentiment is just what he
and co-editor Sean Wilsey, author of Oh, the Glory of It All, set out to reveal in their latest
anthology, State By State: A Panoramic Portrait of America. The collection brings together fifty of
our finest writers and graphic novelists -- including Dave Eggers on Illinois, Barry Hannah on
Mississippi, Jhumpa Lahiri on Rhode Island, and Jonathan Franzen on New York -- to explore
what America means to them, one state at a time.

Largely inspired by the Federal Writers’ Project in the 1930s and '40s, Weiland and Wilsey decided to create their own
version of the WPA state guides -- a government-funded project that ascribed numerous writers to explore each of the
then-48 states in separate volumes through oral history, essays, photography, and tourist information -- only compacted
into a single collection. The WPA guides, though for the most part written anonymously, likewise included
contributions from a number of familiar names: Nelson Algren, Saul Bellow, John Cheever, Ralph Ellison, Zora Neale
Hurston, John Steinbeck, Studs Terkel, and Richard Wright. Weiland, a fan and longtime collector of the WPA guides,
revisited the series after his years abroad caused him to long for the distinctive facets that have composed America’s
story. He returned to the States to serve as the Deputy Editor of The Paris Review, and he and Wilsey immediately
began working on the book.

When Powell’s bookstore heard about the project they slated State By State to become the third installment of their Out
of the Book film series. Nineteen of the contributors gathered together in Harlem in New York, not only to celebrate
the release of the book, but also to read about and discuss their states. The result was a poignant and entertaining film
that Weiland and Wilsey screened as they toured the country with various writers to promote the book.
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