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At the last International Short Story Conference, I noticed the mixture of writers and
scholars and the good relations between them. Critics read papers; writers read stories. They

listened to each other, and there weren’t any fights—quite different from the usual hostility
in which critics rejoice in the Death of the Author, scattering his bones through a network of
codes, and writers mock the scarecrow academic for lack of blood.

Most of my life, I've worked in both camps, like a double agent. | am what is called a
professor of English (now professor emeritus). I'm also a novelist. I have written academic
books, and I've written fiction. I have taught literature, criticism, and creative writing. You
could say there’s a writer in me, and there’s also a critic: two people with different
personalities. I'm interested in this division, in the differences between what each can and
cannot do and what each can say to the other.

The idea of a short story conference brought a curious personal fact to my attention:
although I've spent much critical energy on the short story, my only published fiction has been
novels. I wondered, why don’t [ write short stories? On the other hand, when I teach creative
writing, it’s usually the short story. All of which made me wonder if my experience as writer
of novels and critic of short stories might throw light on these distinctions—on the differences
between fiction and theory for one thing and on those between the novel and the short story
for another. That’s what this paper will be about. It’s not scholarly but personal,
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autobiographical, speculative.

My title invites you to think of a hilly terrain with a divide in the middle like the
Continental one. One side of the divide is the novel, the other the short story (which means
that the divide is not a sharp ridge but a bumpy rise full of sink holes). Two cowboys roam
this terrain. One is the writer in me, one the critic. Each has a different experience. They meet
each other on this divide—that is, they meet on the question of difference between the two
genres. What can the writer tell the critic about the terrain, and what can the critic say to the
writer? The figure is not deep—my characters don’t have to be cowboys, and it might be
better if the critic were a surveyor and my writer a cattle rustler—but it’ll do for the purpose.

The critic speaks first. He needs to explain what kind of a critic he is, using what sort of
theory. He’s a surveyor, not a government agent. What interests him is formal theory, distinct
from political, social, economic, moral, psychological. He knows the fashion is against
formalism, the trend being rather to the political. The major theme of this year’s conference
is also non—formal. However, the conference is concerned with the short story; the short story
is a genre; and the genre is defined at least in part by formal criteria. The student of the short
story is a formalist to the extent that his or her commitment to the short story has anything
to do with its being the short story.

The heart of a formal theory is its interest in how a thing is put together: how made or
structured, how it works. A formal theory is a writerly interest; although a writer may not
care about formal theory, the formal critic is interested in the problems a writer faces in order
to create a story.

Formal theories disagree on what a literary text is. My critic was born years ago at the
University of Chicago, where he encountered what is roughly known as Chicago neo-
Aristotelianism. It’s not popular in the big world; even the names seem damning. Neo—
Aristotelian sounds like a geological era, post-dinosaur, early mammal; Chicago sounds
parochial, local, lacking the sweep of structuralism or deconstruction or reader response. Yet
I always found it more useful than other formalisms for describing literary works.

Such theory, like all theory, has its limits. For my critic, it’s chiefly a systematized
vocabulary for describing what writers do. It has no particular agenda of values, no program
of art to promote or disparage. It exists to clarify or explain what sort of thing the story or
the novel is, just that, no more.

Oddly enough, although this theory deals with what a writer does, it’s more useful to the
critic than to the writer: that is, to the reader or teacher who wants to understand the art rather
than to the artisan practicing it. It gives the reader/critic language to name what he or she sees
in those texts. However, it does not help my writer write fiction. Not directly, at any rate. For
me, writing does not derive from theory. Theory does not speak to me if I worry about it—I"1l
block.

I need to qualify this, of course. What does influence my writer is other literary works,
novels and stories. Writing derives from other writing. Theory enters when it helps me as a
reader to understand what writers have done. It translates artistic practice into the convenience
of a term. It reduces a practice into a word which brings that practice into sharper focus than
it would otherwise have. Theory has this indirect influence. But I can’t think of any successful
case in which my writing was directly influenced by a theoretical principle, whether
defamiliarization, or multiplicity of meaning, or unreliable narration, apart from the powerful
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writing from which those principles were derived. If such concepts entered my head (as they
probably did), it was after the fact, in the sense of giving me permission to do what I had
done. The permission was really the permission of other writers.

Here, then, are the obvious differences between my writer and my critic. The creative
faculty precedes the critical: the critical tries to understand in intellectual terms what the
creative has done. I usually resist giving my own books the kind of critical analysis I give to
others’. That’s because my writer and my critic are antagonistic, even though both are parts
of me. They have opposing goals: the critic’s aim is to find and define the limits of a work;
the writer’s is to conceal those limits, to create an illusion that there’s always more to be
discovered, invisible connections, mysteries to be pursued. The writer cowboy on the divide
wears a mask.

The critic asks the writer, Why don’t you write short stories? The writer replies, no
inspiration. Writers have different talents, some write one thing, some another. I don’t have
ideas for a short story. I can’t write poetry either. It’s a personal peculiarity.

The critic says, That’s no answer. Speak my language. Give me something I can use. The
critic says, there’s a relationship between idiosyncrasies such as yours and the peculiarities
of existing genres. I can learn something about the vegetation on this, the selective appetite
of your horse.

The writer says, Watch out, you're asking me to get personal. How I became a writer. The
critic says, If you must, you must. The writer begins: I was born when I was seventeen, before
I thought of literature as a career. I wrote a novel. I plodded through and finished it. It was
bad and no longer exists, but I was born. I worked on exercises and sketches, as if learning
a craft. I practiced by writing short stories. Yes, short stories. I wrote these while I was in
graduate school raising a family. I nurtured you (my critic) to support me. Eventually you
brought out your first book, which was a scholarly—critical study of, you know, the American
short story. I don’t know how many stories I wrote during that period, but it was a good
many. I didn’t publish any. They were various: realistic, melodramatic, fantastic, allegorical.
Too obvious or too subtle. One thing is clear: I had no idea what kind of writer to be. I had
no style, no subject, and no form.

Then—after your book about the short story—I wrote a novel. I wrote it to reward myself
after your dissertation. I felt as if I had discovered something, and eventually this novel was
published. It got some attention, and from then on I was a novelist.

I thought I had learned the nuts and bolts of fiction in that short story apprenticeship. Style,
coherence, dialogue, subtlety, irony. But I was floundering. When the novelistic breakthrough
came, I left the short story behind. For years, I never wrote another short story. I did write
a few eventually, but I’ve not published them, for they’re not up to the novels.

My writer left the short story behind, but my critic and teacher did not. Most of my critic’s
practical understanding of theory came from studying the short story. In his book on the
1920s, he learned not only about the short stories of the time but also about short story art.
He learned about narrative conventions and reduced plot forms such as “episodes” and
“disclosure plots”-major constituents of short story art. When he turned to theory of the
novel, his understanding of the novel relied heavily upon what he had learned from the short
story. It’s not just that the reduced size of the short story allowed him to inspect the parts with
a thoroughness the novel forbids. Some formal characteristics of the short story helped him
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understand various experimental and innovative novels.

Although my critic had been teaching for years, my writer came to teaching late. The
authorities decided that since he was publishing novels, he should teach creative writing. He
team taught it with my critic, a rare collaboration. Here the short story dominated: that's what
the students wrote. Later, some potential novelists took the course, but only a few finished
their projects. For the creative writing teacher, the short story was always more amenable than
the novel.

One obvious reason for this is the convenience of its length. In some aspects of writing, the
teacher can help, whether the text is a portion of a novel or a short story. Style, for instance;
the display of character; local coherence; use of detail. But there are others of equal
importance in which you can’t judge until you have a whole: these include matters of inclusion
and exclusion, pace, development, plot. So—called point of view also can often not be judged
except in the light of a whole. A short story gives a student writer an opportunity to pull
something into a shape. A student can finish a story or two or three in a semester, and you
can deal with it in a class session. The hardest challenge for the student novelist is to finish,
a problem which a creative writing class can seldom address.

For the critic, the short story (I really mean the “modern short story”) is a genre. Its
difference from the novel includes a tendency toward plots of small magnitude and minimal
change; toward a high degree of implication; toward a structure less jointed than that of the
novel; a form intensively unified (all its parts functional in multiple ways); and so on.

The critic derived this description by applying the questions and terms of theory to
observable literary works: stories and novels. But how does the writer see the difference
between novel and short story? It has a different look, harder to express because that requires
a vocabulary, and the vocabulary of definition is the vocabulary of theory, which is not
accustomed to the writer’s point of view. The writer needs to look back more intimately at
what happened when he worked on that first novel that has influenced his writing ever since.
The novel (it was called Camden’s Eyes) had little action in the traditional plot sense. It
develops instead by a process of repetitions and reiterations. Something happens: the
protagonist describes it one way; that's no good, so he describes it again. This goes on,
building up contradictions and modifications throughout, because every individual slant is
indeed slanted, partially false. The novel came to life when I discovered this “method” and
saw how it could also become a subject—a character and a situation. The key question was
the realization that to do it right I had to do it exhaustively. I had (as one reader put it) to
spell out all that could be said about the particular case. It was a principle of extension. The
breakthrough was my recognition of that principle. It made everything relevant, and it gave
me a push.

The writer thinks that all his subsequent novels have developed from similar requirements
of extension. The possibilities of a situation or method ask to be developed until exhausted.
It’s an impulse or principle that produces novels. The classic exemplar of this impulse is
Henry James—not for his plots as such but for his fullness of treatment (“my tendency,” as
he described it, “to overtreat, rather than undertreat . . . my subject,” adding that “I have
always held overtreating the minor disservice.””

* Henry James, Art of the Novel (Scribner’s, 1934, p. 57).
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This is opposite to the impulse which creates a short story. The short story aims rather at
a maximum of condensation, implication. Minimum material, maximum import. It’s an
impulse to concentration. In its extremist form, it leads to poetry. In a more moderated form,
it gives us the short story.

From the writer’s view, the novel and short story are outcomes of these two different
writing impulses, both of which seem real to him. The impulse to extension wants to bring
forth all possible manifestations of an idea until it is completely there. War and Peace.
Finnegans Wake. In general, whatever it is that makes a novel long. Things seem to be
developed more than they need to be, and you become aware as reader of a principle of
satiation at work. The impulse to concentration is an impulse to maximum economy,
epitomized in stories such as “The Doctor and the Doctor’s Wife” or “Araby,” or “A Good
Man Is Hard to Find.” Things are developed no more than they need to be.

Although the tendency of the short story to leave things unstated is closely associated with
concentration, it does not follow that the exhaustiveness of a novel means that everything is
explicit or obvious. A successful fiction of either kind combines the two impulses, although
with different priorities. In a novel, particular episodes have their own concentration, their
recalcitrance, their implications in a larger context in which the wholeness of the subject is
brought into full view. Likewise, the short story makes some things explicit and full: otherwise
there would be no ground from which to draw the necessary inferences. Every teacher has
told a novice short story writer that a story needs “more development.” You can’t have
concentration without material to concentrate, just as you can’t have exhaustiveness without
concentration within the extended components.

The critic asks if the principle of extension is related to the principle of embedding, which
was adored by the structuralists. Stories within stories. Episodes in a novel. Characters (each
of whom has a story) in a narrative. Every narrative subordination, every development of a
detail is an embedding of some kind. The writer agrees, although he never thought of it this
way: yes, what the principle of extension dictates is that some specific embedding principle
(which will differ from novel to novel) be carried out to its natural extreme. The critic notes
that short stories also entail embedding, but the principle of concentration dictates that the
most important embedded elements (or at least some of them) be invisible, although their
presence must be felt. This is inference again: the abortion in “Hills Like White Elephants,”
the necrophilia in “A Rose for Emily,” the life history between the next to last and last pages
of “Royal Beatings”—invisible stories with presence.

In our imaginary meeting on the Great Divide, it was the writer who introduced this
distinction between extension and concentration. The critic has trouble with it. To the critic,
it's banal—everybody knows that novels are extended and short stories concentrated. The
writer replies that it’s different when you look at it from the writerly point of view as a living
demand, a compelling force. But the critic claims that it’s illogical, at least if that phrase
“more than necessary” is supposed to mean anything. With his Chicago—bred conception of
a unique form in every work, he wonders how the principle of extension in a novel can
require (that is, make necessary) something that is more than necessary, which is to say not
required. A contradiction in terms: a necessary form which is inadequate and a more than
necessary form, which is necessary.

The critic would like to resolve this in terms he, a formal critic, can understand. It’s like

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



18 Journal of Modern Literature

the notion of an “art of excess,” which is not the same thing, although it has a similar
difficulty. The notion of the “necessary more than necessary” implies a form of such
amplitude that parts can be removed without a drastic alteration of the overall appearance. The
reduced form would of course be damaged, but it would be a recognizable version of the
original—like an abridgement or summary or precis. This suggests that the principle of
extension will tend to give every novel an appearance of reiteration and multiplicatibn of
details-of language, scenes, episodes, even characters. Thus Henrietta Stackpole, the ficelle,
enters the large edifice of The Portrait of a Lady to help the author comply with a certain
formal requirement, namely, that the ramifications of Isabel’s case be reiterated in embedded
dramatic scenes, supplementing the narrator’s judgment and analysis. Likewise, Isabel’s
frequent expressions of a desire to be free are the result of a requirement that every step
toward her imprisoning marriage be spelled out in dramatized (embedded) incidents, leading
to reiteration.

The case is different in the short story. Not that the short story will lack reiteration. On the
level of minute detail, recurrences are unavoidable. What Barthes calls “functions,” the
primary units of a narrative, are elements that recur. Every story does, in fact, require
recurrence for unity to be achieved. However—according to the critic on the great divide—in
a short story at some crucial point, the reiteration stops. It stops far short of the corresponding
structural place where it stops in a novel. It stops short of the major impact of the story, its
“point,” so to speak, or its epiphany, or crux, or revelation. And the cessation of reiteration
may be what produces that impact, epiphany, or revelation. The major embedded story in a
short story is not reiterated but invisible.

This difference between novel and short story is approximate, a contrast of tendencies with
plenty of room for deviation. It’s what my critic can do with what my writer has brought to
the discussion. As for both of us, it seems to be our nature to go in for extension. This is
apparently true not only of my fiction but also of my academic work (or at least it used to be):
I've been teased for writing one of the longest books on the short story ever written. As a
writer, I tend to worry about what’s left out in a short story of concentration. I like to spell
the context out, make my embeddings explicit. It’s my writing temperament, although not my
reading one, for I’m not really a devotee of the art of excess, and I do admire concentration,
which I learned so much about through studying the short story.

And the two impulses require each other. In Camden’s Eyes the exhaustiveness was a
development of what were in themselves short pieces of concentration—with lots of irony and
implication. I also think my novels contain the material for short stories, and I have
occasionally published episodes from my novels separately. Out of context, they look like
short stories. Which raises the usual questions about what a short story is: for the reader of
the magazine, who has no other context, they work presumably much as a true short story
would. The difference is that the invisible context—what the short story causes us to imagine
in a more or less unspecified way—exists tangibly in the novel, where you can look it up.

It’s similar with fiction readings by a novelist. When I read, I need to choose segments that
don’t suffer too much by stripping the context away, and in the reading these are like short
stories. They are, that is, to the extent that I don’t have to give explanations of what I'm
reading.

It’s easy to suppose that the short story is an epitome of all fiction. We seem to assume this
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when we introduce students to literature by reading short stories and to writing by writing
them,; likewise when I say that I learned three—quarters of my craft by writing unpublishable
short stories and that I strengthened my theoretical grasp of fiction by a study of short stories.
There is the common ground which novels and short stories and poems share, the linguistic
base and rudimentary elements of fiction: narrative, dialogue, character, and the like. But in
other respects, they are not at all the same, and it’s not true that the short story epitomizes
fiction. I couldn’t be a novelist until I found what the short story couldn’t teach me. The novel
is no more an expanded short story than the short story is a contracted novel. That’s why it’s
irritating to hear that a short story does in five pages what it takes a novel five hundred to do.
That’s false. The novel does something which the short story does not attempt. The reverse
is equally false. A novel does not do what a short story fails to do. Nor does a simple
compiling of short stories make a novel, an error students sometimes make when they hope
that adding together stories about a set of characters will give them a novel.

Although not all critics would join my critic on this particular point, my critic agrees with
my writer on this, that in the end each novel, each short story is new territory, a new genre
with one member. When you start to write, novel or short story, you seldom know quite what
you will end up with, even though you plan most carefully. You set out on the journey; you
give it a try; you hope for luck; and if you are lucky, you arrive.

Whether the writer and the critic have learned anything from each other in this meeting on
the divide is uncertain. The writer, however, does have an idea that he didn’t have earlier. It’s
a secret that may be dangerous to admit. But writing this paper has given him—has given
me—a small insight into how he might write a short story or two. That would be later on,
because there’s a novel to be finished first. But I have a hunch about how to supply the
invisible context whose absence has always scared me off. But this is where I must stop, for
it’s a writer’s secret and will spoil if let into the air. That’s the trouble with writers as far as
critics are concerned: they’re always keeping their secrets to themselves.
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