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Short stories:

The story belongs to the reader (while the novel eg. belongs to all its readers; similarly a film belongs to all its viewrs – when you watch a film even on your own you’re aware of the history of it being viewed).
It’s the relationship with the reader that makes the short story like a poem. A poem, for example, can only work if the reader can believe that ha has connected with the poet in an intimate/private way. This can only happen when the reader understands where the poet’s langauge comes from. This is the language of creativity.*

In a short story the writer has to relinquish the need to create meaning through plot. There may be plot but only in as much as it may be necessary to move things along – like a wheel that’s slowing down and needs a little push to quicken its spin. In the novel, the plot and its working out provides the meaning. Just remember – for the founders of dramatic structure – the ancient Greeks (in particular Aristotle) plot was everything. The plot determined the characters in the sense that they are in the play because of the plot.


The meticullous working out of the plot gives ownership of the writing to the writer the novelist). In a short story, ownership always has to be with the reader.


In a short story the engagement of the reader with the story does relate to identifying  with character and maybe identifying with landscape but not necessarily on the immediate and prosaic recognition of character in landscape – of this/these characters in this landscape. The relationship of characters to landscape when not spelled out prosaically may be at the heart of the story’s creative expression. (Example? Isn’t it that the writer is trying to maintain that special distancing that occurs, for example, in poetry and perhaps is most poignantly expressed at the end of Joyce’s The Dead?)



It’s important that the writer doesn’t ram down the throat of the reader what it’s about. The writer has an idea of what it’s about (though he may be open to surprise) but an essential reading of the story depends on the reader making some decisions about what he believes it’s about. To expalin Joyce’s Araby – or more importantly, for Joyce to have gone out of his way to let us know what it’s about - would be to strip it of the breathtaking power of its last lines which offer an insight into childhood and life that can’t be ordinarily accounted for, certainly not outside the sweep of the story and it’s in this moody, impressionistic imprecision that its power lies.

It’s arguable that the opposite is the case with the novel; that in order to create the tension needed in a novel the writer has to intimate quite forcefully what the work is about in order that the reader will be engaged with the scheme of surprise that will to a large extent provide that tension.

Whose story is it? There’s often a confusion between clarity and making things easy. Carver’s story (about the murdered girl) is clear but whose story is it? If Carver were to obsessively pursue the story in temrs of the character he wants it to be about, he would lose the wonderful ambiguities which make our realitonship with the story deeply emotional precisely because we connect with the characters’ vulnerability to the story and our response to the relationship in this story between the dead woman and the living one is without sentimentality.

Theme: the theme of the story is, of course, related to what it’s about. Again, too rigid an attempt to convince the reader of its themes is more likely to get the reader to feel sorry for the writer who is so out of his depth that he’s clutching at straws to explain himself. The reader shouild find the theme of a story in the way that he may find the theme of his life. The reader may fiond a theme for his life by considering how his actions have affected the narrative of his life. It’s a retrospective thing; similarily with a story: it will begin often in media res. What the story is about in the straight forwardly narrative sense has already happened so that the characters are subject to the discovery of how their actioons have affected the narrative. It’s the reader rather than the writer who identifies the theme (though, of course, it’s the writer who determines it).


It all comes down, of course to show don’t tell. The reason for this imperative can be found in the argument for ownership. Once “telling” appears, the writer is taking over. In fact, the writer is stealing the power of the story and will destroy it. For this reason, the “psychological” should be left out. Of course, the story may be about a character with psychological problems, but those problems will only be dealt with descriptively, if they begin to give an account of the narrative they will do so by taking us into a recondite world that we can only understand by being told about it. Only if we see the character in our world albeit manifesting unusual behaviour will the story retain its power. The psychological will give an account of a character’s actions – this account is a form of telling – this takes away authority from the reader and in certain circumstances will allow the reader to dismiss consideration of the character. The reader should rather discover something about himslef from working out for himself the relationship between the character and the character’s  actions through the narrative. Predicating the characters actions on a syndrome the writer doesn’t know about without being told by the writer leaves no useful journey for the reader. Such a story would be likely to put all its emphasis on plot and in such cases the relationship with the reader becomes one in which the reader merely admires the ability of the writer which results in little rewared for the reader. I don’t think this is a desireble thing for our relationship with what we’ve come to call the “short story”.

A writer with a prosaic mind can always dream up fantastic plot twists with surprises that are enjoyable in the moment. I would imagine such a weiter would be writing a yarn or a tale rather than a short story. For the short story to work, the writer has to be able to capture the moment of insight and beauty whose origin is a mystery but in which the bringing together of the characters with the narrative causes a light to shine in the mind of the reader that is simply not describable in prosaic terms. This process is what I woudl describe as a passion. It may be what Joyce came to call the epiphany but, for me, it would have to be an epiphany shared by story (character) and reader. It may be that the story in its entirety is an expression of the epiphany.

It may be that the short story writer will begin with an epiphany – a moment of revelation; a moment of deep insight; a moment of profound and breathtaking clarity – a moment of passion. In Carver’s story may be one he had in whcih the idea of the dead woman in the water being left there by th men and the relationhsip of the wife with her husband brings a moment of existential insight into the matter of the eternal relationship between man and woman. It’s as if the wife’s journey to the girl’s funeral represents the reader’s attempt to unravel the complexity of the epiphany.


In a creative writer, the style of the piece will be determined by the intensity of the epiphany. In the Carver story, the way that the story of the girl in the water strikes at the deepest sensitivity of the woman can only be understood within the story and its limits and those limits define its style.


The use of epihpany depends on an artifice which empowers the reader. This is why memoir can’t work as creative short story. Memoir is not designed to empower the reader. It subjects the reader.
*

The language of creativity. The language of creativity is a language found within the metaphor. For most people the understanding of metaphor in a superifical sense is as far as they go with their relationship with literature. This is why most don’t go beyond the novel. The most ambitious reader will find the metaphor of the novel as a whole. This appredciation of the metaphor parallels the way in which we see life as a metaphor: a journey – like a train journey. At the end we leave the station to a new unimagined (unimaginable) experience – an experience without metaphor. (If that experience could be imagined we would discover it was the metaphor itself). What the creative writer does is to create a language for this unimagined (unimaginable) experience so that the reader doesn’t look for the meaning of the metaphor – he lets the metaphor take him into the heart of meaning – (to find the metaphor within the metaphor?). In a sense this is why the teaching of a poet like Keats in school is hopeless – it tries to account for the metaphor with no knowledge of the creative impulse (what I will come to call the epiphany or moment of passion) that lies behind it. In order to understand Keats you first have to make yourself susceptible to the creative impulse.
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