Week Three:

Revisit their assignments. How are they getting on?

Might, this week, talk about Psychic Distance.

By psychic distance we mean the distance the reader feels between himself and what’s going on with the story. It becomes a question of involvement. A “once upon a time” story will have great psychic distance and we will view the events of the story as if from afar. We will have little to do with the character emotionally. Such a story will tend to have some other purpose than to involve us deeply with the characters (perhaps to give us a “moral”). What’s important about psychic distance is that it will give us our style for the writing. We need too to be aware that we don’t make unjustifiable and ultimately clumsy shifts in psychic distance. Here’s an example from John Gardner’s book The Art of Fiction of different distances. The first lines the distance is great in the last almost nil:

1. It was the winter of the year 1853. A large man stepped out of a doorway.

2. Henry J. Warburton had never much cared for snowstorms.

3. Henry hated snowstorms.

4. God how he hated those damned snowstorms

5. Snow. Under your collar, down inside your shoes, freezing and plugging up your miserable soul….

You can think of it as using a camera. A piece of writing that uses “once upon a time distance…” or example 1 above throughout would be a tale. Going from 1 to 5 is like the camera dollying in getting ever closer. You may write a story and feel removed from it; too distant from it. You should see that the psychic distance is too great for the effect you’re attempting to achieve. Very often it’s the case that a story will begin at 1 and move in for scenes of high intensity, moves back for transitional scenes and moves in closer to the climax. What’s important is that you don’t have sudden, inexplicable shifts in psychic distance. Here’s an example of this from Garner:

Mary Borden hated woodpeckers. Lord, she thought, they’ll drive me crazy. The 
young woman had never known any personally, but Mary knew what she liked.
