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INTRODUCTION

I first read this wonderful book in 1977 in Boston, when a friend who wrote short stories and like most writers enjoyed thinking and talking hard about why and how she wrote what she wrote decided that she had listened long enough to my complaints about the absence of any first rate criticism on the short story, an absence that, to my mind, was appalling, since the short story was practically the American national genre. What she gave me (loaned me, actually, and here I apologize for never having returned it) was a dog-eared, tattered, heavily underlined volume published in 1963 by The World Publishing Company in Cleveland. Though the book, resurrected briefly in the late 1960s in a Bantam paperback, had long ago gone out of print, writers more alert and diligent and obviously better read than I for years had been passing their copies around, quoting from it to their students, organizing and justifying their own work around many of O’Connor’s theses, and arguing with them as well, while I, in my ignorance, had merely gone on complaining about the absence of such a book. And when at last I read The Lonely Voice and, so to speak, joined the illuminati, the effect on me at 37 was like the effect on me at 27 of Forster’s Aspects of the Novel and at 17 of Pound’s ABC of Reading: gratitude for having received sound instruction and profound annoyance with myself for not having got it sooner.

When Frank O’Connor wrote The Lonely Voice he was almost 60 and was widely recognized both here and abroad as the master of the modern short story, and for that reason he was invited by Wallace Stegner and Malcolm Cowley to journey from his temporary quarters in Brooklyn Heights to palmy Stanford for a term or two, where O’Connor would be paid rather handsomely ($8,000) to teach two courses, one a lecture, the other a writing workshop. The workshop met twice a week, and according to O’Connor’s biographer, James Matthews, he faced them “with a feeling of dread.” The young fictioneers at Stanford in 1961 included Larry McMurtry, Ken Kesey, James B. Hall, Peter Beagle, Christopher Koch, Robert Stone, Fanny Howe—an elite group of student writers, many of whom have since produced distinguished work. But the workshop did not go well, it seems. This was the start of the sixties, and it was evidently difficult for a man who, as Stegner put it, “was esteemed one of the greatest short story writers in the world … had been one of the youngest, but by no means the least, of the group who made the so-called Irish Renaissance … had acted in and directed the Abbey Theater, had known Lady Gregory and AE and Dr. Oliver St. John Gogarty and could speak of Jimmy Joyce and Willie Yeats without the slightest implication of name-dropping,” difficult if not impossible for such a man to impress the Young Turks. In those days, you were either on the bus or off the bus, and no doubt Frank O’Connor preferred to walk anyhow.

The lectures he delivered, however, were a smashing success. Prompted by the recent publication of an anthology of short stories edited by Sean O’Faolain, which he thought preposterous, and a need perhaps to sum up a lifetime’s ruminations and writings on the subject—theories and beliefs hammered out and tested in lectures, arguments, essays, debates, and discussions for over forty years—O’Connor decided to write and deliver the series of lectures that became The Lonely Voice. The Stanford audience responded appropriately. Stegner, whose son was one of O’Connor’s graduate assistants, wrote of the lectures, “Few missed them, though attendance at class lectures is normally pretty casual; and if any did miss, their chairs were snapped up by visitors—faculty wives, random graduate students, colleagues, undergraduates from elsewhere—lurking at the doors. The window sills were commonly full of bodies, the attention was respectful, laughter went up and down the room.… A good part of that delighted response was undoubtedly response to a personality, and some of it was probably frivolous. O’Connor was a fascinating man, protean and witty. His voice was a great basso cantabile, he had a lovely brogue and eloquent eyebrows and a twinkle in his eye.… But though this ladies’-club titillation explained some of the visitors and was a fairly constant element in the responsiveness of the students as well, no one in the room could have missed the fact that the talk about literature that came from the platform was not stale from lying in some bin, periodically sprinkled to keep it from too badly wilting. This was fresh from the garden, it had dew on it.”

What O’Connor set out to do, for himself and his audience at Stanford, is what many of us who teach fiction-writing in colleges and universities try to do—say what a short story is and is not. This is not as easy as one might think, certainly not as easy as one’s students tend to think. For one thing, the short story is the most recently invented literary form and is still, clearly, in the process of being invented. Those of us who write them, when we sit down to write yet another, all too often feel that we are at the very beginning of the history of the genre and therefore do not know what to do. Where’s the tradition! Chekhov or Barthelme? Joyce or Kafka? Aside from their stories being short, what do they have in common? Also, to make matters worse, according to O’Connor, “For the short story writer there is no such thing as essential form. Because his frame of reference can never be the totality of a human life, he must be forever selecting the point at which he can approach it, and each new selection he makes contains the possibility of a new form as well as the possibility of a complete fiasco.” It’s a little like Frost’s definition of free verse—playing tennis without the net.

O’Connor’s way of coping with the anxiety such a situation creates is to forget about the aspect of the short story that is usually made so much of, its brevity, relative to the novel, and to examine what insists on that brevity, which is to say, content. “One can put this crudely,” he writes, “by saying that the form of the novel is given by the length; in the short story the length is given by the form.” Quoting Turgenev’s famous remark, “We all came out from under Gogol’s ‘Overcoat,’ ” O’Connor early on examines the content of that masterpiece, and he discovers that, “So far as I know, it is the first appearance in fiction of the Little Man, which may define what I mean by the short story better than any terms I may later use about it.” The presence of the Little Man in Gogol’s “Overcoat” and later in the stories of his beloved Chekhov, Coppard, Lawrence, Sherwood, Anderson, Joyce, and so on down the line to J. D. Salinger, convinces O’Connor that, “In fact, the short story has never had a hero.… What it has instead is a submerged population group—a bad phrase which I have had to use for want of a better.”

Poets would not find this way of thinking about form as strange as fiction writers sometimes do (O’Connor began as a poet and was a lifelong translator of early and medieval Irish poetry); the subject that begs to be sung as an epithalamium would be ludicrous as a sonnet, an epif and a ballad are different in more essential ways than length. Simply put, they have different subjects, and most poets believe that in a profound way all writing is “occasional.” It may be somewhat more radical, however, for O’Connor to find social differences among genres, but why not? If the novel, born out of nineteenth century industrialized Europe, is the form that posits a “normal” society and offers us a hero whose actions define that normalcy, is it not reasonable to see writers of the twentieth century, with the disintegration of tribe, nation, family, and church, with the breakdown of all the old assumptions about shared values, turn their affections toward a form that “remains by its very nature remote from the community—romantic, individualistic, intransigent”?

There are many things in this book that strike me as wise, such as O’Connor’s reading of Hemingway, whom he faults for stimulating our moral judgment without giving us enough information about the characters to stir our moral imagination, a distinction, between moral judgment and imagination, that the late John Gardner’s book, On Moral Fiction, did not perceive. And, to me, it’s wisdom to celebrate the stories of A. E. Coppard, as it is to speak of Chekhov as discovering “a new standard of goodness.” We might say the same of Cheever’s stories or Eudora Welty’s.

And there is much that is shrewd, also, such as his assertion that “There are three necessary elements in a story—exposition, development, and drama. Exposition we may illustrate as ‘John Fortescue was a solicitor in the little town of X’; development as ‘One day Mrs. Fortescue told him she was about to leave him for another man’; and drama as ‘You will do nothing of the kind,’ he said.” This remark alone can save the teacher of creative writing endless hours of wasted talking about beginnings, middles and ends, contlicts and resolutions, rising and falling action. If the student manages somehow to get exposition, development and drama into the story, the ways to criticize and revise it will be obvious. Shrewd, too, as opposed to wise, is O’Connor’s observation that the short story is both modern and public, and thus “It is possible to give a primitive art like the theater a new slant in the direction of a more public statement, but experiment in storytelling is nearly always in the other direction.”

But by the same token, some of O’Connor’s opinions can seem far from wise and his observations mere projections of what he hopes is true of his own stories. That’s a consequence of his method, which is more intuitive than systematic. Sean O’Faolain said of him, “He was like a man who takes a machine-gun to a shooting gallery. Everybody falls flat on his face, the proprietor at once takes to the hills, and when it is all over, and you cautiously peep up, you find that he has wrecked the place but got three perfect bull’s-eyes.” In a book like The Lonely Voice you have to take the whole man, warts and all, as they say. James Matthews wrote, “All in all, the distinction drawn by O’Connor between the short story and the novel was not theoretical. It represented a fundamental choice in his life, the very scale of his vision.” This is why the book resembles Forster’s Aspects of the Novel and Pound’s ABC of Reading: What’s at stake is not a literary theory but a man’s vision of his own life.

For a writer, then, whether or not one agrees with O’Connor’s notions concerning the submerged population and “pure and applied storytelling,” the book is exemplary. For a teacher of writing, the book is a dazzling and provocative introduction to talking about what people do when they sit down to write short stories. For the student writer, it’s a profound and critical challenge: The book describes writing as behavior with an essentially moral dimension. For the reader of short stories, which is all of us, the book gives new ways to understand and love more intelligently what we read—Barthelme, Carver, Ozick, Beattie, Elkin, Oates, Updike, Robison, Mason, Taylor, Welty, and on down the list of the hundreds, literally, of Americans who are moved to describe the fate of the Little Man or Woman for whom “the familiar society is the exception rather than the rule.”



RUSSELL BANKS


AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

“By the Hokies, there was a man in this place one time by the name of Ned Sullivan, and a queer thing happened him late one night and he coming up the Valley Road from Durlas.”

That is how, even in my own lifetime, stories began. In its earlier phases storytelling, like poetry and drama, was a public art, though unimportant beside them because of its lack of a rigorous technique. But the short story, like the novel, is a modern art form; that is to say, it represents, better than poetry or drama, our own attitude to life.

No more than the novel does it begin with “By the hokies.” The technique which both have acquired was the product of a critical, scientific age, and we recognize the merits of a short story much as we recognize the merits of a novel—in terms of plausibility. By this I do not mean mere verisimilitude—that we can get from a newspaper report—but an ideal action worked out in terms of verisimilitude. As we shall see, there are dozens of ways of expressing verisimilitude—as many perhaps as there are great writers—but no way of explaining its absence, no way of saying, “At this point the character’s behavior becomes completely inexplicable.” Almost from its beginnings the short story, like the novel, abandoned the devices of a public art in which the storyteller assumed the mass assent of an audience to his wildest improvisations—“and a queer thing happened him late one night.” It began, and continues to function, as a private art intended to satisfy the standards of the individual, solitary, critical reader.

Yet, even from its beginnings, the short story has functioned in a quite different way from the novel, and, however difficult it may be to describe the difference, describing it is the critic’s principal business.

“We all came out from under Gogol’s ‘Overcoat’ ” is a familiar saying of Turgenev, and though it applies to Russian rather than European fiction, it has also a general truth.

Read now, and by itself, “The Overcoat” does not appear so very impressive. All the things Gogol has done in it have been done frequently since his day, and sometimes done better. But if we read it again in its historical context, closing our minds so far as we can to all the short stories it gave rise to, we can see that Turgenev was not exaggerating. We have all come out from under Gogol’s “Overcoat.”

It is the story of a poor copying clerk, a nonentity mocked by his colleagues. His old overcoat has become so threadbare that even his drunken tailor refuses to patch it further since there is no longer any place in it where a patch would hold. Akakey Akakeivitch, the copying clerk, is terrified at the prospect of such unprecedented expenditure. As a result of a few minor fortunate circumstances, he finds himself able to buy a new coat, and for a day or two this makes a new man of him, for after all, in real life he is not much more than an overcoat.

Then he is robbed of it. He goes to the Chief of Police, a bribe-taker who gives him no satisfaction, and to an Important Personage who merely abuses and threatens him. Insult piled on injury is too much for him and he goes home and dies. The story ends with a whimsical description of his ghost’s search for justice, which, once more, to a poor copying clerk has never meant much more than a warm overcoat.

There the story ends, and when one forgets all that came after it, like Chekhov’s “Death of a Civil Servant,” one realizes that it is like nothing in the world of literature before it. It uses the old rhetorical device of the mock-heroic, but uses it to create a new form that is neither satiric nor heroic, but something in between—something that perhaps finally transcends both. So far as I know, it is the first appearance in fiction of the Little Man, which may define what I mean by the short story better than any terms I may later use about it. Everything about Akakey Akakeivitch, from his absurd name to his absurd job, is on the same level of mediocrity, and yet his absurdity is somehow transfigured by Gogol.


Only when the jokes were too unbearable, when they jolted his arm and prevented him from going on with his work, he would bring out: “Leave me alone! Why do you insult me?” and there was something strange in the words and in the voice in which they were uttered. There was a note in it of something that roused compassion, so that one young man, new to the office, who, following the example of the rest, had allowed himself to mock at him, suddenly stopped as though cut to the heart, and from that day forth, everything was as it were changed and appeared in a different light to him. Some unnatural force seemed to thrust him away from the companions with whom he had become acquainted, accepting them as well-bred, polished people. And long afterwards, at moments of the greatest gaiety, the figure of the humble little clerk with a bald patch on his head rose before him with his heart-rending words “Leave me alone! Why do you insult me?” and in those heartrending words he heard others: “I am your brother.” And the poor young man hid his face in his hands, and many times afterwards in his life he shuddered, seeing how much inhumanity there is in man, how much savage brutality lies hidden under refined, cultured politeness, and my God! even in a man whom the world accepts as a gentleman and a man of honour.



One has only to read that passage carefully to see that without it scores of stories by Turgenev, by Maupassant, by Chekhov, by Sherwood Anderson and James Joyce could never have been written. If one wanted an alternative description of what the short story means, one could hardly find better than that single half-sentence, “and from that day forth, everything was as it were changed and appeared in a different light to him.” If one wanted an alternative title for this work, one might choose “I Am Your Brother.” What Gogol has done so boldly and brilliantly is to take the mock-heroic character, the absurd little copying clerk, and impose his image over that of the crucified Jesus, so that even while we laugh we are filled with horror at the resemblance.

Now, this is something that the novel cannot do. For some reason that I can only guess at, the novel is bound to be a process of identification between the reader and the character. One could not make a novel out of a copying clerk with a name like Akakey Akakeivitch who merely needed a new overcoat any more than one could make one out of a child called Tommy Tompkins whose penny had gone down a drain. One character at least in any novel must represent the reader in some aspect of his own conception of himself—as the Wild Boy, the Rebel, the Dreamer, the Misunderstood Idealist—and this process of identification invariably leads to some concept of normality and to some relationship—hostile or friendly—with society as a whole. People are abnormal insofar as they frustrate the efforts of such a character to exist in what he regards as a normal universe, normal insofar as they support him. There is not only the Hero, there is also the Semi-Hero and the Demi–Semi-Hero. I should almost go so far as to say that without the concept of a normal society—the novel is impossible. I know there are examples of the novel that seem to contradict this, but in general I should say that it is perfectly true. The President of the Immortals is called in only when society has made a thorough mess of the job.

But in “The Overcoat” this is not true, nor is it true of most of the stories I shall have to consider. There is no character here with whom the reader can identify himself, unless it is that nameless horrified figure who represents the author. There is no form of society to which any character in it could possibly attach himself and regard as normal. In discussions of the modern novel we have come to talk of it as the novel without a hero. In fact, the short story has never had a hero.

What it has instead is a submerged population group—a bad phrase which I have had to use for want of a better. That submerged population changes its character from writer to writer, from generation to generation. It may be Gogol’s officials, Turgenev’s serfs, Maupassant’s prostitutes, Chekhov’s doctors and teachers, Sherwood Anderson’s provincials, always dreaming of escape.


“Even though I die, I will in some way keep defeat from you,” she cried, and so deep was her determination that her whole body shook. Her eyes glowed and she clenched her fists. “If I am dead and see him becoming a meaningless drab figure like myself, I will come back,” she declared. “I ask God now to give me that privilege. I will take any blow that may fall if but this my boy be allowed to express something for us both.” Pausing uncertainly, the woman stared about the boy’s room. “And do not let him become smart and successful either,” she added vaguely.



This is Sherwood Anderson, and Anderson writing badly for him, but it could be almost any short-story writer. What has the heroine tried to escape from? What does she want her son to escape from? “Defeat”—what does that mean? Here it does not mean mere material, squalor, though this is often characteristic of the submerged population groups. Ultimately it seems to mean defeat inflicted by a society that has no sign posts, a society that offers no goals and no answers. The submerged population is not submerged entirely by material considerations; it can also be submerged by the absence of spiritual ones, as in the priests and spoiled priests of J. F. Powers’s American stories.

Always in the short story there is this sense of outlawed figures wandering about the fringes of society, superimposed sometimes on symbolic figures whom they caricature and echo—Christ, Socrates, Moses. It is not for nothing that there are famous short stories called “Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District” and “A Lear of the Steppes” and—in reverse—one called “An Akoulina of the Irish Midlands.” As a result there is in the short story at its most characteristic something we do not often find in the novel—an intense awareness of human loneliness. Indeed, it might be truer to say that while we often read a familiar novel again for companionship, we approach the short story in a very different mood. It is more akin to the mood of Pascal’s saying: Le silence éternel de ces espaces infinis m’effraie.

I have admitted that I do not profess to understand the idea fully: it is too vast for a writer with no critical or historical training to explore by his own inner light, but there are too many indications of its general truth for me to ignore it altogether. When I first dealt with it I had merely noticed the peculiar geographical distribution of the novel and the short story. For some reason Czarist Russia and modern America seemed to be able to produce both great novels and great short stories, while England, which might be called without exaggeration the homeland of the novel, showed up badly when it came to the short story. On the other hand my own country, which had failed to produce a single novelist, had produced four or five storytellers who seemed to me to be first-rate.

I traced these differences very tentatively, but—on the whole, as I now think, correctly—to a difference in the national attitude toward society. In America as in Czarist Russia one might describe the intellectual’s attitude to society as “It may work,” in England as “It must work,” and in Ireland as “It can’t work.” A young American of our own time or a young Russian of Turgenev’s might look forward with a certain amount of cynicism to a measure of success and influence; nothing but bad luck could prevent a young Englishman’s achieving it, even today; while a young Irishman can still expect nothing but incomprehension, ridicule, and injustice. Which is exactly what the author of Dubliners got.

The reader will have noticed that I left out France, of which I know little, and Germany, which does not seem to have distinguished itself in fiction. But since those days I have seen fresh evidence accumulating that there was some truth in the distinctions I made. I have seen the Irish crowded out by Indian storytellers, and there are plenty of indications that they in their turn, having become respectable, are being outwritten by West Indians like Samuel Selvon.

Clearly, the novel and the short story, though they derive from the same sources, derive in a quite different way, and are distinct literary forms; and the difference is not so much formal (though, as we shall see, there are plenty of formal differences) as ideological. I am not, of course, suggesting that for the future the short story can be written only by Eskimos and American Indians: without going so far afield, we have plenty of submerged population groups. I am suggesting strongly that we can see in it an attitude of mind that is attracted by submerged population groups, whatever these may be at any given time—tramps, artists, lonely idealists, dreamers, and spoiled priests. The novel can still adhere to the classical concept of civilized society, of man as an animal who lives in a community, as in Jane Austen and Trollope it obviously does; but the short story remains by its very nature remote from the community—romantic, individualistic, and intransigent.

But formally as well the short story differs from the novel. At its crudest you can express the difference merely by saying that the short story is short. It is not necessarily true, but as a generalization it will do well enough. If the novelist takes a character of any interest and sets him up in opposition to society, and then, as a result of the conflict between them, allows his character either to master society or to be mastered by it, he has done all that can reasonably be expected of him. In this the element of Time is his greatest asset; the chronological development of character or incident is essential form as we see it in life, and the novelist flouts it at his own peril.

For the short-story writer there is no such thing as essential form. Because his frame of reference can never be the totality of a human life, he must be forever selecting the point at which he can approach it, and each selection he makes contains the possibility of a new form as well as the possibility of a complete fiasco. I have illustrated this element of choice by reference to a poem of Browning’s. Almost any one of his great dramatic lyrics is a novel in itself but caught in a single moment of peculiar significance—Lippo Lippi arrested as he slinks back to his monastery in the early morning, Andrea Del Sarto as he resigns himself to the part of a complaisant lover, the Bishop dying in St. Praxed’s. But since a whole lifetime must be crowded into a few minutes, those minutes must be carefully chosen indeed and lit by an unearthly glow, one that enables us to distinguish present, past, and future as though they were all contemporaneous. Instead of a novel of five hundred pages about the Duke of Ferrara, his first and second wives and the peculiar death of the first, we get fifty-odd lines in which the Duke, negotiating a second marriage, describes his first, and the very opening lines make our blood run cold:


That’s my last Duchess painted on the wall,
Looking as if she were alive.



This is not the essential form that life gives us; it is organic form, something that springs from a single detail and embraces past, present, and future. In some book on Parnell there is a horrible story about the death of Parnell’s child by Kitty O’Shea, his mistress, when he wandered frantically about the house like a ghost, while Willie O’Shea, the complaisant husband, gracefully received the condolences of visitors. When you read that, it should be unnecessary to read the whole sordid story of Parnell’s romance and its tragic ending. The tragedy is there, if only one had a Browning or a Turgenev to write it. In the standard composition that the individual life presents, the storyteller must always be looking for new compositions that enable him to suggest the totality of the old one.

Accordingly, the storyteller differs from the novelist in this: he must be much more of a writer, much more of an artist—perhaps I should add, considering the examples I have chosen, more of a dramatist. For that, too, I suspect, has something to do with it. One savage story of J. D. Salinger’s, “Pretty Mouth and Green My Eyes,” echoes that scene in Parnell’s life in a startling way. A deceived husband, whose wife is out late, rings up his best friend, without suspecting that the wife is in the best friend’s bed. The best friend consoles him in a rough-and-ready way, and finally the deceived husband, a decent man who is ashamed of his own outburst, rings again to say that the wife has come home, though she is still in bed with her lover.

Now, a man can be a very great novelist as I believe Trollope was, and yet be a very inferior writer. I am not sure but that I prefer the novelist to be an inferior dramatist; I am not sure that a novel could stand the impact of a scene such as that I have quoted from Parnell’s life, or J. D. Salinger’s story. But I cannot think of a great storyteller who was also an inferior writer, unless perhaps Sherwood Anderson, nor of any at all who did not have the sense of theater.

This is anything but the recommendation that it may seem, because it is only too easy for a short-story writer to become a little too much of an artist. Hemingway, for instance, has so studied the artful approach to the significant moment that we sometimes end up with too much significance and too little information. I have tried to illustrate this from “Hills Like White Elephants.” If one thinks of this as a novel one sees it as the love story of a man and a woman which begins to break down when the man, afraid of responsibility, persuades the woman to agree to an abortion which she believes to be wrong. The development is easy enough to work out in terms of the novel. He is an American, she perhaps an Englishwoman. Possibly he has responsibilities already—a wife and children elsewhere, for instance. She may have had some sort of moral upbringing, and perhaps in contemplating the birth of the child she is influenced by the expectation that her family and friends will stand by her in her ordeal.

Hemingway, like Browning in “My Last Duchess,” chooses one brief episode from this long and involved story, and shows us the lovers at a wayside station on the Continent, between one train and the next, as it were, symbolically divorced from their normal surroundings and friends. In this setting they make a decision which has already begun to affect their past life and will certainly affect their future. We know that the man is American, but that is all we are told about him. We can guess the woman is not American, and that is all we are told about her. The light is focused fiercely on that one single decision about the abortion. It is the abortion, the whole abortion, and nothing but the abortion. We, too, are compelled to make ourselves judges of the decision, but on an abstract level. Clearly, if we knew that the man had responsibilities elsewhere, we should be a little more sympathetic to him. If, on the other hand, we knew that he had no other responsibilities, we should be even less sympathetic to him than we are. On the other hand, we should understand the woman better if we knew whether she didn’t want the abortion because she thought it wrong or because she thought it might loosen her control of the man. The light is admirably focused but it is too blinding; we cannot see into the shadows as we do in “My Last Duchess.”


She had

A heart—how shall I say?—too soon made glad,

Too easily impressed; she liked whate’er

She looked on, and her looks went everywhere.



And so I should say Hemingway’s story is brilliant but thin. Our moral judgment has been stimulated, but our moral imagination has not been stirred, as it is stirred in “The Lady With the Toy Dog” in which we are given all the information at the disposal of the author which would enable us to make up our minds about the behavior of his pair of lovers. The comparative artlessness of the novel does permit the author to give unrestricted range to his feelings occasionally—to sing; and even minor novelists often sing loud and clear for several chapters at a time, but in the short story, for all its lyrical resources, the singing note is frequently absent.

That is the significance of the difference between the conte and the nouvelle which one sees even in Turgenev, the first of the great storytellers I have studied. Essentially the difference depends upon precisely how much information the writer feels he must give the reader to enable the moral imagination to function. Hemingway does not give the reader enough. When that wise mother Mme. Maupassant complained that her son, Guy, started his stories too soon and without sufficient preparation, she was making the same sort of complaint.

But the conte as Maupassant and even the early Chekhov sometimes wrote it is too rudimentary a form for a writer to go very far wrong in; it is rarely more than an anecdote, a nouvelle stripped of most of its detail. On the other hand the form of the conte illustrated in “My Last Duchess” and “Hills Like White Elephants” is exceedingly complicated, and dozens of storytellers have gone astray in its mazes. There are three necessary elements in a story—exposition, development, and drama. Exposition we may illustrate as “John Fortescue was a solicitor in the little town of X”; development as “One day Mrs. Fortescue told him she was about to leave him for another man”; and drama as “You will do nothing of the kind,” he said.

In the dramatized conte the storyteller has to combine exposition and development, and sometimes the drama shows a pronounced tendency to collapse under the mere weight of the intruded exposition—“As a solicitor I can tell you you will do nothing of the kind,” John Fortescue said. The extraordinary brilliance of “Hills Like White Elephants” comes from the skill with which Hemingway has excluded unnecessary exposition; its weakness, as I have suggested, from the fact that much of the exposition is not unnecessary at all. Turgenev probably invented the dramatized conte, but if he did, he soon realized its dangers because in his later stories, even brief ones like “Old Portraits,” he fell back on the nouvelle.

The ideal, of course, is to give the reader precisely enough information, and in this again the short story differs from the novel, because no convention of length ever seems to affect the novelist’s power to tell us all we need to know. No such convention of length seems to apply to the short story at all. Maupassant often began too soon because he had to finish within two thousand words, and O’Flaherty sometimes leaves us with the impression that his stories have either gone on too long or not long enough. Neither Babel’s stories nor Chekhov’s leave us with that impression. Babel can sometimes finish a story in less than a thousand words, Chekhov can draw one out to eighty times the length.

One can put this crudely by saying that the form of the novel is given by the length; in the short story the length is given by the form. There is simply no criterion of the length of a short story other than that provided by the material itself, and either padding to bring it up to a conventional length or cutting to bring it down to a conventional length is liable to injure it. I am afraid that the modern short story is being seriously affected by editorial ideas of what its length should be. (Like most storytellers, I have been told that “nobody reads anything longer than three thousand words.”) All I can say from reading Turgenev, Chekhov, Katherine Anne Porter, and others is that the very term “short story” is a misnomer. A great story is not necessarily short at all, and the conception of the short story as a miniature art is inherently false. Basically, the difference between the short story and the novel is not one of length. It is a difference between pure and applied storytelling, and in case someone has still failed to get the point, I am not trying to decry applied storytelling. Pure storytelling is more artistic, that is all, and in storytelling I am not sure how much art is preferable to nature.

Nor am I certain how one can apply this distinction if one can apply it at all. In trying to distinguish between Turgenev’s novels and nouvelles, Dmitry Mirsky has suggested that the nouvelles omit conversations about general ideas which were popular in the nineteenth-century Russian novel. I have tried to assimilate this to my own vague feelings on the subject by suggesting that this is merely another way of saying that the characters in the nouvelles were not intended to have general significance. In a marvelous story like “Punin and Baburin,” the two principal characters seem to have no general significance at all as they would have been bound to have had they been characters in a novel. In fact when they do appear in a novel like “On the Eve” they have considerable general significance, and the reader is bound to take sides between them. The illegitimate defender of human liberty and the gasbag poet are not people we take sides with. We sympathize and understand, all right, but they both remain members of a submerged population, unable to speak for themselves.

Even in Chekhov’s “Duel,” that fantastic short story which is longer than several of Turgenev’s novels, the characters are too specific, too eccentric for any real generalization, though generalized conversations are strewn all over the place. We look at Laevsky and Nadyezhda Fyodorovna as we look at Punin and Baburin, from outside, with sympathy and understanding but still feeling, however wrongly, that their problems are their own, not ours. What Turgenev and Chekhov give us is not so much the brevity of the short story compared with the expansiveness of the novel as the purity of an art form that is motivated by its own necessities rather than by our convenience.

As I have said, this is not all gain. Like the Elizabethan drama the novel is a great popular art, and full of the impurities of a popular art, but, like the Elizabethan drama, it has a physical body which a purer art like the short story is constantly in danger of losing. I once tried to describe my own struggle with the form by saying that “Generations of skilful stylists from Chekhov to Katherine Mansfield and James Joyce had so fashioned the short story that it no longer rang with the tone of a man’s voice speaking.” Even in the nineteenth century there were writers who seem to have had the same uncomfortable feeling. One is Leskov, the only great Russian writer whose work has not been adequately translated.

Even from the miserable number of his stories that have been translated it is clear that he wanted literature to have a physical body. He has tried to revive the art of the folk storyteller so that we can hear the tone of a man’s voice speaking. The folk storyteller, because his audience (like a child listening to a bedtime story) can only apprehend a few sentences at a time, unlike a reader who can hold a score of details before his mind simultaneously, has only one method of holding its attention, and that is by piling incident on incident, surprise on surprise. One old folk storyteller, who got someone to read him a couple of my stories, said sadly, “There aren’t enough marvels in them.” In Leskov’s “Enchanted Wanderer” he would have found enough marvels to satisfy even him.

Leskov had also the popular taste for excess. He liked people to be full-blooded. When they were drunk he liked them very drunk, and when they fell in love he did not care for them to be too prudent. “Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District” is no understatement as a title. The heroine, consumed by passion, first murders her father-in-law, then her husband, then her co-heir, and finally in destroying herself murders her lover’s mistress as well. I think my old friend the folk storyteller would have smacked his lips over that, but I cannot bear to imagine his disappointment over “The Lady With the Toy Dog.” “And no one got killed at all?” I can almost hear him cry. He could not have told it to an audience in his little cottage without adding two farcical incidents, two murders, and at least one ghost.

But if this were all, Leskov would be merely a Russian Kipling, and so far as my understanding of his work goes, beyond the superficial resemblances—the episodic treatment and the taste for excess—he had very little in common with Kipling. Kipling, I should say, took the superficial things that belong to oral storytelling without that peculiar sense of the past that illuminates its wildest extravagances. In one very amusing story Kipling describes the native descendants of an Irish rebel in the British forces in India singing “The Wearing of the Green” before a Crucifix and a cap badge at the time of the Angelus, but in his usual way he vulgarizes it, throwing the Crucifix, the Angelus, the cap badge, and the Irish rebel song in with the mutilation of cattle as the essential Irish thingsa mistake that Leskov would not have made. Superficially, there is little to distinguish Leskov’s “Lady Macbeth” from “Love-O’-Women,” but you could put the former into an Icelandic family saga without anyone’s noticing anything peculiar about it. Try to think of someone putting the latter in without someone’s noticing that “I’m dyin’, Aigypt, dyin’ ” is not the language of saga! It is irremediably the language of the gin palace.

No, Leskov is important because he is really defining a difference of outlook not between an English Conservative and an English Labour man but between two types of human being. Kipling loves the physical only if the physical happens to be his side and to be well equipped with repeating rifles. Leskov loves it for his own sweet sake. Both to Turgenev and to Chekhov flogging was a horror—to Turgenev because he felt that history had cast him for the part of the flogger, to Chekhov, the slave’s grandson, because he felt that every blow of the whip was directed at his own back. Leskov, without prejudice—we might as well face it—found the whole vile business vastly entertaining. To him flogging was an endurance test like any other, and the essence of masculinity was the capacity to endure. He would probably have defended torture on the same grounds.


They gave me a terrible flogging, so that I could not even stand on my feet afterwards, and they carried me to my father on a piece of straw matting, but I didn’t mind that very much; what I did mind was the last part of my sentence, which condemned me to go down on my knees and knock stones into a garden path.… I felt so bad about it that after vainly casting about in my mind how to find a way out of my trouble I decided to do away with myself.



That is an extraordinary attitude which you can find in at least one other story of Leskov’s, and quite characteristic of him. For instance when the hero of “The Enchanted Wanderer” has gambled away his boss’ money he realizes that the only punishment that fits his case is a flogging, so he goes to his boss with bowed head.


“What are you up to now?” he asked.

“Give me a good beating at any rate, sir,” I said.



Now, this is not mock-heroics; it is not the maunderings of a sexual pervert; it is identical with the extraordinary scene in Gauguin’s Journal when his mistress, who has been unfaithful to him, asks to be beaten, not so much because she feels any particular guilt about her own behavior as that she knows instinctively that Gauguin will feel better afterward. It is part of the primitive childish psychology of Lawrence’s “Tickets, Please!” and between grown-up, civilized people there is literally nothing to be said about it. It is a fact of childish and primitive psychology, but it means that Leskov is often right about that when liberals and humanitarians like Turgenev and Chekhov are wrong.

It must be twenty years since I read a story of Leskov’s called “The Stinger” that reminded me at once of Chekhov’s “At the Villa.” Chekhov’s is a tragic story of a civilized engineer who, with his wife and family, is trying to do everything for the unenlightened peasants about him but incurs their scorn, and is driven out of his home by their malice. Leskov’s, as best I can remember it, is about a civilized English factory manager in Russia who replaces the barbaric floggings with mild and meaningless punishments. The peasants, who had hoped that the Englishman would treat them like a father and beat them when they did wrong, are absolutely horrified when they are bidden to stand in a corner, and finally, in despair, burn the Englishman’s home about him. The same story, but this time told from inside.

Once again, we could argue till the cows came home and get no nearer a solution. The principal difference is that Leskov, by his very extravagance, convinces us that he knows the peasants, while Chekhov, the saintly doctor, trying to help them from without, simply has no clue to the workings of their minds. Russian and all as he is, he is simply an alien in the world of Leskov and Gauguin.

I do not like that world, but about certain things Leskov is the truer artist.

The battle has gone against the traditionalists, and for the reason which I stated in the opening paragraphs of this chapter. The form itself is modern. It is possible to give a primitive art like the theater a new slant in the direction of a more public statement, but experiment in storytelling is nearly always in the other direction. Leskov, as great a writer as Chekhov if one accepts the views of Russian critics, is practically unknown outside Russia. Kipling, a remarkable storyteller with some of Leskov’s virtues, has had little influence outside the English-speaking countries, and even in them it would be hard to deduce from the work of any serious storyteller that such a writer as Kipling had ever existed. Even in his own country he has had no influence on Lawrence, Coppard, or Pritchett.

In Ireland, one could certainly deduce his influence on Edith Somerville and Martin Ross, the authors of The Irish R.M., but the history of their work in their own country is almost an object lesson in the way storytelling develops.

The Irish R.M.—to adopt a general title for the books of stories that began with “Some Experiences of an Irish R.M.”—is one of the most lovable books I know. Edith Somerville was an art student in Paris and came under the influence of the French Naturalists, as we can see from a novel like The Real Charlotte. George Moore, another member of the Irish landowning class, was also an art student, and also came under the influence of Naturalism, and his novel Muslin stands comparison with The Real Charlotte. But there the similarity ends. When Somerville and Ross wrote stories, they forgot all they had ever learned from the French Naturalists and apparently wrote just to enjoy themselves. George Moore did not forget, and the influence of Flaubert, Zola, and the Goncourt—seven of Turgenev—can be seen even in the slightest of the stories in The Untilled Field.

The contrast between these two books is extraordinary. I have reread The Irish R.M. off and on for forty years for the mere pleasure of it. The stories in it are yarns, pure and simple. They have a few of the virtues of Leskov’s stories; they are of the open air, of horses and animals, and people who have much in common with both. The humor is of the slapstick variety I remember from boys’ books of my childhood. The supreme moment of fun comes when the hero breaks his eyeglasses or puts his foot through the barometer. The number of mishaps that occur at the local agricultural show pass all reckoning. The water jump dries up and the distracted stewards fill it with lime.


If, as I suppose, the object was to delude the horses into the belief that it was a water jump, it was a total failure; they immediately decided it was a practical joke, dangerous and in indifferent taste. If, on the other side, a variety entertainment for the public was aimed at, nothing could have been more successful. Every known class of refusal was successfully exhibited. One horse endeavoured to climb the rails into the Grand Stand; another, having stopped dead at the critical point, swung round and returned in consternation to the starting point, with his rider hanging like a locket round his neck. Another, dowered with a sense of humour unusual among horses, stepped delicately over the furze-bushes, and amidst rounds of applause, walked through the lime with stoic calm.…



It is only when one asks oneself what the stories are about that one begins to have doubts of one’s own judgment. There, indeed, is a man’s voice speaking—or a woman’s—and it calls for an audience, but take the audience away and, what are we left with? Nothing, certainly, that responds to analysis. Years ago, I was disturbed by the reading of one story called “Harrington’s” and sat down to analyze it. It turned out to be a funny story crossed with a ghost story, and the result resembled a bad accident at a level crossing. The Chimney Sweep comes to the home of the Resident Magistrate, and, knowing the nature of sweeps, the R.M. and his family leave home for the day, having first refused the loan of their long ladder to a humorous neighbor. They call on two spinsters who run a chicken farm and eventually find them at an auction in Harrington’s, the house of a mine manager who has committed suicide. One of the spinsters is playing the piano while beside her stands a man in a yachting cap. While the R.M. is purchasing another long ladder (to lend to the neighbor as requested) his little boy disappears, and the spinster confesses to having seen him cross the fields with a man in a yachting cap.

At this point it is obvious to the meanest intelligence that the man in the yachting cap is the deceased mine manager and that he intends some harm to the R.M.’s little boy. The child is rescued with nothing worse than a broken collarbone, and at this point the R.M. discovers that the ladder he has just bought for thirty shillings is his own.

In a story like this, of course, there is scarcely a hint of a work of art. It has no intellectual framework and is nothing when studied alone by the cold light of day. It needs candles and firelight and above all a receptive audience.

But if one turns from it to a story like George Moore’s “Home Sickness” in The Untilled Field one realizes that Moore’s story does not need fire nor candlelight nor any audience other than oneself. It is the simple story of a New York barman who is sent back to Ireland to regain his health and falls in love with an Irish girl. He is hindered from settling down with her by a suspicion of his neighbors’ timidity and the loutishness of the local priest. One day, haunted by the memory of frank and friendly discussions in America, he slips back to New York, and at the end of the story, whenever he thinks of Ireland he thinks of the girl he abandoned there to the loneliness and cowardice of her world, and his memories have a new poignancy. Contrast the cool and sympathetic intelligence of Moore’s final paragraph with the schoolgirl high jinks of the passage from Somerville and Ross:


There is an unchanging, silent life within every man that none knows but himself, and his unchanging, silent life was his memory of Margaret Dirken. The bar-room was forgotten and all that concerned it and the things he saw most clearly were the green hill-side, and the bog lake and the rushes about it, and the greater lake in the distance, and behind it the blue line of wandering hills.



Here there is no contrivance, not so much as a single coincidence. The narrative line is merely a pattern: the pattern of human life as we have all experienced it—nostalgia and disillusionment and a fresh nostalgia sharpened by experience. It has the absolute purity of the short story as opposed to the tale, and it bears the same relationship to “Harrington’s” that a song of Hugo Wolf’s bears to “Du Lieber Augustin.” You may like or dislike it—and my own attitude to the short story is somewhat ambivalent—but as a piece of artistic organization it is perfect. It represents an art form as elaborate as the sonnet, and—what is much more important to a student of the form—it points out the direction that the Irish short story would take. Though I suspect that for one copy of The Untilled Field you can find, you will find a hundred of The Irish R.M., Irish literature has gone Moore’s way, not Somerville and Ross’s.

It is right that Moore should get the credit which at present goes to his unruly disciple Joyce, for though, as the work of the two men developed, it showed great differences—Moore giving way to his passion for polemic, Joyce to his for formal experiment—the early stories in Dubliners derive much from Moore.

So, I believe, do the stories of Liam O’Flaherty, though O’Flaherty might easily never have read Moore. His novels, at least, suggest as much, but whereas in O’Flaherty’s novels he makes mistakes that Moore could never have made, in his stories he avoids all the mistakes that Moore would certainly have made. If one wished to write a thesis to show that the novel was not an Irish form but that the short story was, one could do worse than take O’Flaherty for text. His subject is instinct, not judgment. “When O’Flaherty thinks, he’s a goose, when he feels, he’s a genius,” is how George Russell, the poet, summed him up. His best stories deal with animals, and the nearer his characters approach to animals the happier he is in dealing with them. With his passion for polemic, Moore in “Home Sickness” could not ignore the fact that emigration is largely caused by the sheer boredom of an authoritarian religion. With his own natural innocence O’Flaherty in a story like “Going Into Exile” could ignore everything except the nature of exile itself—a state of things like love and death that we must all endure.

And one can easily imagine the sort of mess that George Moore would have made of O’Flaherty’s “Fairy Goose,” one of the great Irish short stories. It is the story of a feeble little goose whom the superstition of her owner turns into the divinity of an Irish village. She makes the fortune and turns the head of her owner until the parish priest decides to break up the cult, and the village louts stone the poor little goose to death. In essence, it is the whole history of religion, and it screams for a George Moore, an Anatole France, or a Norman Douglas, but because he is feeling rather than thinking, O’Flaherty never permits the shadow of a sneer to disturb the gravity of the theme. We laugh, all right, much louder than Moore or France or Douglas ever made us laugh—but at the same time we are moved, and eventually the impression left on our minds is something like that left by Turgenev’s “Byezhin Prairie”—“the eternal silence of those infinite spaces terrifies me.”

If I knew as much about American literature as I do about Irish literature, I feel I should probably be able to put my finger on Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio, and say, “This is to America what The Untilled Field is to Ireland.” The date itself—1919—is as significant as the date 1903 on the title page of Moore’s book. Participation in the First World War had made Americans conscious for the first time since the Civil War that they were isolated, unique, and complacent; and the dissatisfaction it roused in them turned them into a generation of displaced persons, at home neither in America nor on the Continent. The year 1919 and Sherwood Anderson signaled the beginnings of a new self-consciousness; by 1920 Scott Fitzgerald was describing the return of the troops and the fresh complications this was creating, and within a couple of years Hemingway and Faulkner were sketching out the new literature.

When I said that I could think of no great storyteller who was not a great writer, I excluded Anderson, who did not really begin to write till he was in his forties. But few writers have had so clear a vision of what the short story could do. With absolute certainty he marked out his own submerged population—the lonely dreamers of the Middle West. Their loneliness is deeper and more tragic than that of George Moore’s priests or Joyce’s clerks, perhaps because, like Anderson himself, they come of pioneering stock, confident, competent men and women who do not understand what it means to be beaten almost from birth. There is an interesting comparison to be drawn between Joyce’s “Eveline” and Anderson’s “Adventure.” Both deal with sensitive women who for one reason or another have been left on the shelf. Eveline is waiting to go with the man she loves to Buenos Aires, but when the boat is on the point of departure she leaves him and runs home, beaten before she starts at all. Alice Hindman, who has waited hopelessly for the return of a man she loves, strips herself and runs out into the street one rainy night to offer herself to the first man she meets, but he turns out to be old and deaf and says nothing but “What? What say?” So Alice returns to the house, goes to bed, and “turning her face to the wall, began trying to face bravely the fact that many people must live and die alone, even in Winesburg.” It is a terrible moment for the American when his clear-sighted optimism gives place to an equally clear-sighted despondency. Anderson’s characters understand their own hopeless position so well that I sometimes find myself wondering whether they are not really examples of that passive suffering which Yeats maintained was no material for art.

Those two terrible words, alone and lonely, ring out in almost every story in Winesburg, Ohio, and with them the word hands—hands reaching out for a human contact that is not there. Yet contact itself is the principal danger, for to marry is to submit to the standards of the submerged population, and for the married there is no hope but to pass on the dream of escape to their children. The danger is the theme of the beautiful story, “The Untold Lie,” and of a later, inferior story, “The Contract.” The hope transmitted to the children is the theme of Anderson’s finest story, “Death.” In this, George Willard’s grandfather, distrusting his son-in-law, leaves his daughter eight hundred dollars to be “a great open door” to her when the time comes for her to escape. Elizabeth, defeated in her turn, has saved it to be “a great open door” to her son, George, and hidden it a week after her marriage in a wall at the foot of her bed, where at the end of the story it still lies, plastered up and forgotten.

It is from this remarkable little book that the modern American short story develops, and the Americans have handled the short story so wonderfully that one can say that it is a national art form. I have given one reason for the superiority of the American short story over all others that I know, but of course, there are several reasons, and one is that America is largely populated by submerged population groups. That peculiar American sweetness toward the stranger—which exists side by side with American brutality toward everyone—is the sweetness of people whose own ancestors have been astray in an unfamiliar society and understand that a familiar society is the exception rather than the rule; that strangeness of behavior which is the very lifeblood of the short story is often an atavistic breaking out from some peculiar way of life, faraway and long ago.

One of the many stories of my American students which I remember better than I do my own is one written by a Jewish boy about a woman who kept an old junk shop in New York and whose son stole quarters and fifty-cent pieces from the till for his own amusements. One evening he comes home and finds the till broken into and his mother unconscious. She had been mugged by another Jew whom she recognized. But when her son tries to call the police she goes mad. “Isn’t it bad enough for poor Mrs. Birnbaum she should have a son a dirty thief without my sending the police to her?” “After that,” the story ends, “I gave up stealing from the till.”

Oh, Jews, you say! But that story isn’t merely Jewish any more than Saroyan’s loveliest stories are merely Armenian, or, indeed, Katherine Anne Porter’s stories merely Negro or Irish. It is a voice from other worlds, like that of the little copying clerk in Gogol’s “Overcoat” crying, “I am your brother.”

That, I fancy, is the importance of J. F. Powers’s stories to me. It is not a racial one, though, judging by his name, Mr. Powers must be even more Irish than I am. The best of his stories deal with priests or would-be priests, intruders on a money society, though the money society has left the mark of its dirty paws on the Church to which they belong. Powers has discovered a genuine submerged population as disturbing as Saroyan’s Armenians, Willa Cather’s spoiled artists, and Anderson’s spoiled romantics, and again, across the abyss that separates me from them I seem to hear the voice of Gogol’s copying clerk, crying, “I am your brother.”

But, at the time of writing, the most typical of modern American storytellers is J. D. Salinger. It is not only that he has developed the form itself as no one since Chekhov had done or that in his work it stands out as precisely what it is—the anti-novel. What makes him typical is that though his theme is still human loneliness the loneliness is specific instead of generalized.

True, he makes a bold bid for our sympathy by producing characters who are the product of a Jewish-Irish marriage—the loneliest combination of submerged populations one can imagine. But in spite of this he has no submerged population, no objectivization for the loneliness in himself that he externalizes: all his characters are Hamlets. This may account for his popularity among young people who always tend to regard themselves as Hamlets. Zachary Glass is a grown man and apparently a very successful figure in a highly competitive commercial occupation—television—yet he is as isolated in his private world as any adolescent. Apparently, he doesn’t get drunk and say silly things as some of us do, nor does he go home with the secretary to her apartment. One would like to know how he does it.

We can see the development in Salinger’s work. In the most beautiful of the early stories—“For Esme, With Love and Squalor,” a masterpiece if ever there was one—a conversation with a pert little English child saves the reason of an American soldier stationed abroad. In “A Splendid Day for Banana Fish” such a conversation does not save Seymour Glass from suicide. In “Franny” a girl on the verge of a nervous breakdown comes to a college match to meet the young man she is in love with and then cracks up in the women’s lavatory and just recites, “Jesus, have mercy on me.”

And already, in three stories we have run into serious critical difficulty. When “Franny” appeared college students and teachers split on the question of whether Franny was pregnant or not. This was not clumsiness on the part of the author, nor overcleverness on the part of readers. It was a real critical awareness on the part of the readers that somehow the story was insufficiently motivated—a point that is fully demonstrated by its sequel, “Zooey,” in which Zachary Glass tries to deal with his sister’s breakdown. For Zooey, like Franny, seems to have no animal existence. This was what the original readers were attempting to supply when they plumped for Franny’s pregnancy. Pregnancy is a fact of animal life, and subconsciously they were aware that this was missing.

It is implied if not stated in “Franny” that she and her young man are lovers. At least they have been keeping company for a year and it had apparently not dawned on the young man that she was frigid. She is fastidious about animal food but there is no hint that she is repelled by animal contact. Franny, so far as I can see, is enduring a moral crisis without a morality. Her “Jesus” is completely disembodied, unrelated to any spiritual inadequacy in herself and to any possible roots this might have in her animal nature.

This becomes clearer in the long and beautifully composed sequel. Zooey is twenty-eight; he is a successful actor in a television performance that he despises. At his age he is presumably not sexually innocent. Like Franny and their dead brother, Seymour, he is a God-seeker, yet never once are we told that his quest for ultimate reality affects his sexual life or his attitude to his work. Spiritual dissatisfaction does not drive him to leave his job and take up something that might satisfy him spiritually.

My only doubt about the Glass family is that they seem to me already perfect, and what is perfect can only fade.

We have been told that the novel is dead, and I am sure that someone has said as much for the short story. I suspect that the announcement may prove a little premature, and I should be much readier to listen to an argument that poetry and the theater were dead. I should not be too enthusiastic about that either, but I should be prepared to admit that since they are both primitive arts there would be some sort of case to answer. But the novel and the short story are drastic adaptations of a primitive art form to modern conditions—to printing, science, and individual religion—and I see no possibility of or reason for their supersession except in a general supersession of all culture by mass civilization. I suppose if this takes place, we shall all have to go into monasteries, or—if mass civilization forbids—into catacombs and caves, but even there, I suspect, more than one worshiper will be found clutching a tattered copy of Pride and Prejudice or The Short Stories of Anton Chekhov.

June 21, 1962
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