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INTRODUCTION


A story can … open us up, by cut or caress, to a new truth.

—Andre Dubus—



Designated a companion to the twentieth-century American short story, this collection of essays is both an accessory to the stories and writers it presents and a guide. As accessory or aide, it accompanies the stories, providing information about their writers’ lives and literary achievements. As a guide, it points out literary paths taken by American writers whose works are admired throughout the world. By necessity, it has left many roads untraveled. Readers may wish that the Columbia Companion could have pursued these paths, some of them paved recently by best-selling young storytellers such as Nathan Englander and Melissa Bank, whose work appeared after this book went to press, as did the prize-winning stories of Barbara Mujica and Judy Doenges. Their absence and that of certain older, established writers argues for a sequel to The Columbia Companion to the Twentieth-Century American Short Story, a project perhaps for the twenty-first century.

Each of the essays is self-contained and can be read singly or in any sequence. However, if read chronologically, according to the writers’ dates, the collected essays trace a history of the short story’s development from the beginning of the century to the present, from Jack London and O. Henry to Andre Dubus, Joy Williams, Tobias Wolff, Deborah Eisenberg, David Leavitt, Lydia Davis, Nicholasa Mohr, Américo Paredes, and a dazzling diversity of others. Two sets of essays suggest this diversity: thematic essays that group together stories sharing a particular motif, cultural identity, or literary practice; and biographical essays, the body of the book, that focus on individual writers and their work. Writers mentioned in the thematic essays—Langston Hughes, Bernard Malamud, or Sandra Cisneros, for instance—may reappear in a biographical essay. Thus they are both contextualized and particularized, placed within a literary group and presented as unique artists.

All of the essays are designed to inform—to tell of a treasury of stories that evoke the multifariousness of American life by their variety and, by their brevity, suggest the fragmentation of the modern experiences they mirror. Offering practical criticism rather than theory, the Columbia Companion suggests ways of reading for understanding and pleasure. Thus it bypasses the vexed questions argued by short story theorists, the most argued of which is the most fundamental—that of definition. What, in essence, is the short story as a literary genre? What element distinguishes it from other narrative forms? Is it brevity (an arguable relative term), or any of the particular features favored by particular theorists, notably, unity of impression (posited by Edgar Allan Poe and now disputed); closure (absent in open-ended stories); dramatic conflict (missing in plotless stories); metaphysical substructures (underlying apparently realistic stories); or a “lonely voice” (heard by the Irish writer Frank O’Connor)? Is it appropriate, aesthetically and politically valid, to designate stories as American? What makes a story American? A sense of place, evoked by the writer’s national origin or the story’s physical setting or locale; a sense of history, conveyed by a story’s social themes or by a language and style traceable, through their colloquial intonations, to the oral traditions of American tall tales (and of storytelling generally)? Or is a story American because it dramatizes some aspect of a hypostasized American character?

American, short, story—these designating terms have become increasingly contentious, debated as literary and political issues. But central as terminological questions may be to critical theory, they are for the most part peripheral to the Columbia Companion’s essays, which assume that the texts they discuss are short stories, commonly regarded as such and quickly distinguished from anecdotes, sketches, fables, myths, parables, or any other short prose narrative. Readers at all levels of sophistication readily recognize a story and respond to it accordingly, though the genre is unnervingly fickle in its form. For American stories (like those of all lands) are realistic, romantic, modernistic, minimalistic, fantastical, mundane, parodic, gothic, comic, tragic, satirical, grotesque. They have a plasticity and thematic span that make reading them a wondrous surprise. By focusing on the act of reading, the Columbia Companion hopes to evoke expectations of the unexpected, of surprises that may be mixed with pleasure, poignancy, and the enrichment or loss that comes with wisdom.

For some readers, the essays will be introductory, a handbook that, like a good companion, guides them to a protean literary genre possessed with the power to enlarge their social and aesthetic vision. For literary critics (as opposed to general readers), the collection is a reference to consult, one that can remind them of stories they may have forgotten and acquaint them with new and boldly harrowing tales of contemporary life. The modernity of these tales—their mixed modes and sadly savvy sense of alienation—filiates from great twentieth-century storytellers to whom many American writers declare themselves indebted. Among the European masters frequently cited are Chekhov and Joyce; among South Americans, the exponent of magical realism, García Márquez. At the same time, modern writers acknowledge the influence of nineteenth-century storytellers who brought to American fiction the landscape and language of a new nation that was discovering, in Poe, Hawthorne, Melville, and James, its own ghosts, and in Mark Twain and Bret Harte, its own humor and colloquialisms. These and other writers—Irving, Crane, Chesnutt, Freeman, Jewett—are discussed in an introductory essay that gives a synoptic account of nineteenth-century American stories.

The essays that follow this account show how stories can be mixed and matched, commonly by class (working-class stories), gender (gay and lesbian stories), and ethnicity (African American, Asian American, Native American, Latino/a stories). Four essays suggest other ways of categorizing stories. Two deal with dire motifs: “The Ecological Short Story” with an imperiled environment, and “American Short Stories of the Holocaust” with the traumatizing memories of characters living in America. A third essay discusses short story sequences, collections of linked stories that can be read independently and as part of a continuous narrative, such famous works as Winesburg, Ohio, In Our Time, and, in recent times, John Updike’s Olinger Stories and Gloria Naylor’s The Women of Brewster Place. Last, a resourceful essay describes a wide range of stories critics consider American though they are written in languages other than English. Ways of grouping stories are indeed illimitable, as anthologists of short stories have discovered. Their collections display the virtuosity of story writers who can dramatize what seems the same human relationship or the same locale in strikingly different ways.

These differences emerge in the essays on individual writers, which by their number (a hundred and thirteen) turn the Columbia Companion into an elaborate do-it-yourself kit packed with literary material that can be ingeniously combined. A reader interested in regionalism, a subject critics are now rethinking, will find, for instance, a variety of writers focused on the American West, among them such well-known figures as Willa Cather, John Steinbeck, Walter Van Tilburg Clark, Thomas McGuane, and Wallace Stegner. The South has long been renowned for its storytellers, a large and multifarious group of writers who have influenced each other and the world’s vision of the South as a place distinctive in its history, manners, and speech, and yet undeniably American in ways that sometimes seem ineffable. Like many of the writers in this volume, certain southern storytellers are famous throughout the world for novels—notably, of course, William Faulkner. The world-famous southern playwright Tennessee Williams has also written remarkable short stories, which an essay brings to the reader’s attention. Other essays throughout the book alert readers to themes being explored by contemporary women writers, such as the relationship between a mother and daughter, which in Lorrie Moore’s stories is fixed by prescripted roles that neither character can escape.

Like the thematically determined essays, each of the hundred and more essays on individual story writers is distinctive, shaped in form and content by the critic who wrote it. However, all contain a brief biographical sketch, an overview of the writer’s career and major motifs, an analysis of some representative stories, and a selected bibliography. Essay writers followed the general guidelines they were given in their own ways, some telling more, others less, about a writer’s life. Each determined which stories and how many to choose for an exemplary reading. All present their material in clear, accessible language, though their voices vary. I am gratefully aware that the contributors have made this collection possible. They were generous with their time and literary insights, gracious in their response to editorial suggestions. As critics, writers, and professors, they were busy and committed, and yet they would willingly revamp a completed essay to include a writer’s newly published, and often most acclaimed, book of stories. Their advice helped shape the Columbia Companion as they suggested story writers who should be noted and recommended colleagues who could, and did, write essays that enhance the collection. Unfortunately, and perhaps inevitably, two contributors found they could not complete the essays they had been promising, and so the book lacks entries for Alice Walker, Toni Cade Bambara, and Isaac Bashevis Singer. I regret these omissions (as well as others) caused by the wayward circumstances that will beset any project.

As the Columbia Companion’s literary editor, I have been a kind of accessory after the fact, someone who helped bring to realization a project conceived by the executive editor for reference books of Columbia University Press, James Warren. In an unexpected telephone call, he asked me to serve as literary editor of the Columbia Companion, and so began a long and close relationship based on a shared desire to do well by the book. I am grateful to James Warren for all kinds of support along the way, and particularly for heeding my plea for help after I had been working long and relentlessly as sole editor. No one could have given help more graciously than Lawrence Graver, who agreed to edit a number of essays and did so with a good cheer that I found wonderfully infectious. He and I worked together on several pieces, and perhaps compulsively, I added my editorial two cents to comments he made on the essays he reviewed. Professor Graver also contributed splendid critiques of Raymond Carver, Stanley Elkin, and John Updike.

In the early stages of planning, as I was reading hundreds and hundreds of short stories—a happy windfall of this project—I had help in assembling the table of contents from friends and colleagues. One of the most steadfast of friends, the young writer Michael Lowenthal, sent long lists of authors to consider, starring those he thought must be in the volume (as they are) and suggesting topics for the introductory thematic essays. Two contributors, Werner Sollors and Amy Ling, were helpful consultants early on; they also sent lists of writers and recommended critics whom I might contact. Unhappily, Professor Ling did not live to see this publication or to receive her readers’ thanks for the critiques of Asian American literature that are her scholarly legacy.

I will not attempt to name the contributors who became e-mail pals over the past years. Their airborne friendship was an unexpected reward of editing, a task I had long bypassed in favor of teaching and writing. Over the years, I found myself writing about various American storytellers whose work enthralled and sometimes dismayed me (all of them are in this volume), and my impulse to tell of stories I love is still strong. It is a common impulse, expressed in an often-heard imperative: “You must read this story.” Perhaps sharing a story means sharing a newly perceived truth, as the writer Andre Dubus observed. A “story can … open us up, by cut or caress, to a new truth,” Dubus wrote in an essay on Hemingway’s famous story “In Our Time” (Meditations). The caress of a story, I believe, is experienced as aesthetic pleasure, the sheer delight evoked in a reader by an indelible work of art. A lifelong appreciation of the story’s art as well as of its truths has guided me as literary editor of The Columbia Companion to the Twentieth-Century American Short Story, a book indebted to many people and dedicated to many—teachers, students, literary critics, theorists, and the reader at large, who, like me, like most of us, loves a good story.

Blanche H. Gelfant
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PART I

Thematic Essays


THE AMERICAN SHORT STORY CYCLE

The short story cycle is one of the most important forms of fiction in twentieth-century American literature. Although it has gone largely unrecognized as a genre distinct from the more highly organized “novel” and from the loose “collection” of stories, it has played an important role in literary history. A form centuries older than the novel, collections of unrelated narratives reach back to antiquity, to the Greek “cyclic” poets whose verse supplemented Homer’s epics of the Trojan war, and to such landmark literary achievements as The Odyssey, Boccaccio’s Decameron, Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, and John Gower’s Confessio Amantis. Many of the significant medieval plays were produced in dramatic “cycles,” each work serving as an independent entity while at the same time gaining in significance from the matrix of relationships with the dramas on either side of it. With the historical development of the concept of “fiction” and the ensuing establishment of periodical literature, the tradition of short stories produced in collections of linked episodes ultimately evolved. The convention of the form was that each element be sufficiently complete for independent publication and yet serve as part of a volume unified by a continuing setting, or ongoing characters, or developing themes, or coalescent patterns of imagery. In English literature, James Joyce’s Dubliners has served as an archetype of the genre, a role fulfilled in the United States by Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio.

In American literature, the genre emerged in the early nineteenth century in the form of related sketches and tales, beginning with Washington Irving’s Sketch Book in 1820, unified by setting and regional character types. Nathaniel Hawthorne gave the form greater sophistication in his “Legends of the Province House,” published as part of Twice-Told Tales (1851), as did Herman Melville in the Piazza Tales (1856). As brief fiction evolved into the more realistic “story” after the Civil War, the genre became increasingly popular, finding expression by writers of both genders and abroad spectrum of ethnic groups. Harriet Beecher Stowe dealt with “Downeast” characters and speech in Sam Lawson’s Oldtown Fireside Stories (1871), and George Washington Cable depicted the South in Old Creole Days (1879), as did Kate Chopin in Bayou Folk (1894). Hamlin Garland dealt with economic and social injustice in the upper Midwest in his Main Travelled Roads (1891), one of the landmarks of American naturalism, and Margaret Deland explored themes of small town life in Pennsylvania in Old Chester Tales (1898). By the turn of the century, nearly a hundred volumes of interrelated short stories had been published in America, and the form was yet to find its most significant expression.

The short story cycle in twentieth-century American literature is decidedly a multiethnic tradition, perhaps because the brief narrative has its origins in the oral tradition and descends through cultures in every part of the world, uniting them in a legacy of universal storytelling. The evolution of the form would naturally take place with the telling of tales related to those told before, perhaps by other speakers. The formal “novel,” as an extended narrative with a dominant protagonist and a central plot that extends from beginning to end, is not as universal an expression as is a series of stories linked to each other with continuing elements, whether ongoing characters, places, or situations. As the tradition evolved, often the stories would be told by a community of tellers weaving a pattern of related episodes involving a group of actors, each a brief tale having its own resolution. Scores of volumes of narrative cycles appeared in each decade of the new century, some of them containing individual stories that are among the best ever published in English, among them William Faulkner’s “The Bear,” which appeared as part of Go Down, Moses.

In the early decades of the century, for example, Susie King Taylor’s Reminiscences of My Life: A Black Woman’s Civil War Memories (1902) contributed an African American perspective on the most momentous event of the previous century. In Friendship Village (1908), Zona Gale perpetuated the emphasis on regional depictions, using her native Wisconsin. Sui Sin Far’s Mrs. Spring Fragrance (1912), assembled from stories she had begun publishing in the 1890s, was the first important Asian American work of fiction. In a series of episodes linked by continuing characters and themes, and set in either San Francisco or Seattle, she was able to explore the complex psychology of cultural dualism and the process of social assimilation for Chinese immigrants. Zitkala-Sa served something of the same function in her American Indian Stories (1921), writing out of her Lakota background.

From this period, however, it is Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio (1919) that attracted sustained attention and recognition. This volume of twenty-five stories, all set in a mythical midwestern town, further developed the traditional theme of the “village virus,” depicting submerged lives, sexual frustration, and thwarted hopes and aspirations. Unified by a continuing narrative voice, by the setting, and by coalescent motifs, these stories also feature a dominant central character, George Willard, whose quest for self-realization and maturity creates a primary line of development for the volume, a strategy used successfully in such volumes as Ernest Hemingway’s In Our Time (1925), John Steinbeck’s The Red Pony (1937), and William Faulkner’s Go Down, Moses (1942). Hemingway used not only the continuing character of Nick Adams, who progresses from adolescence to adulthood in the course of thirty-two narrative units, but also the unifying motif of the desire for “peace in our time” in a world of violence, war, cruelty, and disillusionment. Steinbeck used a similar technique to trace the development of a young boy, Jody, growing up on a ranch in California and learning about the realities of life and death. Faulkner’s volume is unified by family relationships, the central characters all being descendants of Carothers McCaslin. As the title would indicate, a continuing theme is the fate of African American characters in the period after the Civil War. In “The Bear,” a young white boy, Ike McCaslin, grows to moral maturity under the guidance of an older man of color, and, in the end, Ike relinquishes an inheritance of wealth built in an era of slavery, severing his ties to a legacy of cruelty and injustice.

In the period between the two wars, the short story cycle gained increased visibility and stature. John Steinbeck’s The Pastures of Heaven (1932) is a key book, portraying the plight of families living in a mythical valley in California while developing the naturalistic themes that would inform his greatest work, The Grapes of Wrath. Steinbeck used a similar organizational strategy for his stories about an Italian neighborhood in Monterey in Tortilla Flat (1935). This period produced many important volumes of interrelated stories, among them Mourning Dove’s Coyote Stories (1933), Caroline Gordon’s Aleck Maury, Sportsman (1934), Zora Neale Hurston’s Mules and Men (1935), and Djuna Barnes’s Nightwood (1936), illustrating the cross-cultural appeal of the genre. Richard Wright’s Uncle Tom’s Children (1938), unified by themes of white oppression of black families, and William Faulkner’s The Unvanquished (1938) held together by a continuing protagonist, Bayard Sartoris, were indicative of the range of the genre.

The next two decades brought the further enrichment of the tradition in the appearance of such volumes as Erskine Caldwell’s Georgia Boy (1943), Edmund Wilson’s Memoirs of Hecate County (1959), and, most notably, Eudora Welty’s The Golden Apples (1947), a brilliant series of stories set around Morgana, Mississippi, in the period from 1900 to roughly 1940. As the title would suggest, all of the stories in some way relate to the themes of longing and searching in W. B. Yeats’s celebrated poem “The Song of Wandering Aengus.” Peter Taylor’s The Widows of Thornton (1954) featured eight stories and one play dealing with family relations in a small southern town. In Brown Girl, Brownstones (1959), Paula Marshall presented a sequence of remarkable stories set in Brooklyn about an immigrant family from Barbados.

In Going to Meet the Man (1965), James Baldwin presented eight stories featuring progressively older black men in the midst of dramatic social transitions. Writing in a more metafictional mode, John Barth offered fourteen stories about the process of composition in Lost in the Funhouse (1968). Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior (1976), a widely celebrated book most often regarded as a “novel,” is, in fact, five long narratives based on Chinese mythology. That year, in Speedboat, Renata Adler told several stories about a journalist in New York, a book that, rather ironically, won the Ernest Hemingway Award for the best first “novel” of the year. Russell Banks’s Trailerpark (1981) was tightly unified in that it presented thirteen stories about people living in mobile homes in New Hampshire, many of whom interact in the course of this book.

In the last two decades of the twentieth century, the short story cycle has become an even more prominent genre, with much of the very best fiction produced in America, written from a variety of ethnic perspectives, appearing in that form. The number of minority writers choosing to write story cycles rather than novels might suggest that such authors live in an environment in which the tradition of the “story,” with its long history deriving from the oral tradition, is a more familiar and natural expressive form than the “novel,” decidedly a written medium of European origin. In a contemporary world characterized by progressive fragmentation and alienation, an episodic mode better reflects the psychic nature of modern life than would the extended flow of experience represented in long fiction. It would seem also that the changing nature of the literary market, with publishing houses eager for blockbuster novels, makes it easier for writers to establish themselves by writing stories for magazines and assembling them later to form cycles. Whatever the reason, the cycle has become increasingly vibrant in recent years as a fiction mode for writers of all ethnic traditions.

For example, Gloria Naylor won the American Book Award for The Women of Brewster Place (1982), a volume of seven stories set in an African American community. Louise Erdrich, writing from a Native American perspective, won the National Book Award in 1984 for Love Medicine. The New York Times called it one of the eleven best books of the year and, within a remarkably short period, it was in print in ten languages. This series of fourteen stories told the complex multigenerational story of three families living in what remains of their traditional culture while trying to find their place in white society. Sandra Cisneros used the form for her portrayal of Latino society in Chicago in The House on Mango Street (1984), which won the Before Columbus American Book Award for 1985. In a series of forty-four compressed vignettes, Cisneros sketched the life of Esperanza Cordero, a young Mexican American girl whose family has recently moved into a disappointing new house in a rough neighborhood. Jamaica Kincaid’s Annie John (1985) is a classic cycle comprising eight stories, all previously published in The New Yorker, recording a young girl’s painful but exciting development from age ten to seventeen, tracing her fight for independence from her mother and her quest to find a place in the world for herself, which prompts her to leave home forever.

In Seventeen Syllables (1985), Hisaye Yamamoto used the form to tell stories about Japanese American experience, particularly that in the internment camps during World War II. Louise Erdrich again used the genre in The Beet Queen (1986), forging an overarching narrative out of independent stories about a Native American family. In The Last of the Menu Girls (1986), Denise Chavez linked together seven stories of Chicano life centered on the maturation of a young woman, Rocio. Perhaps the most celebrated story cycle in the last decade is Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club (1989), a best-seller in hardcover and paperback that was quickly made into a major motion picture. In a highly structured group of sixteen stories, divided precisely into four groups of four, with alternating sets of tales told by mothers and daughters, Tan traces the immigration of four Chinese women into the United States and their attempt to inspire their daughters to sustain an interest in their native culture.

But it is not only minority writers who have found the cycle format an appropriate medium. John Updike, for example, has published several volumes of interrelated stories, beginning with Olinger Stories (1964), works that trace the development of a local country boy. Too Far to Go: The Maple Stories (1979) records the marriage, separation, and divorce of a suburban couple. The three volumes of stories about Henry Bech, Bech: A Book (1970), Bech Is Back (1982), and Bech at Bay: A Quasi Novel (1998), focus on conflicts in the life of a cosmopolitan urban writer. Harriet Doerr’s Stones for Ibarra (1984) is a stunning portrayal of life in a Mexican village as seen from the perspective of an American couple that has come to manage a silver mine. Told with sympathy and yet ironic humor, these stories constitute an ongoing narrative while at the same time resolving a central conflict in each episode. One of the finest books in recent decades, Susan Minot’s Monkeys (1986) is a remarkable collection of nine minimalist stories depicting salient episodes in the lives of the Vincent family, particularly that of young Sophie. The cultural conflict in this volume is not interracial but that of social class: “Mum” derives from an inner-city Irish Catholic family, while “Dad” is from an established Yankee tradition with long ties to Harvard.

Tim O’Brien used the tradition of the story cycle for The Things They Carried (1990), a searing portrayal of the moral and psychological burdens carried by young men in the military during the Vietnam War. How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents (1991) is a series of fifteen stories by Julia Alvarez about the life of a family from the Dominican Republic just before and after their immigration to the United States. Of particular emphasis are the theme of cultural duality and the process of social assimilation. Whitney Otto used the form for more “homely” matters in How to Make an American Quilt (1991), a series of seven stories about the members of a California quilting circle. Robert Olen Butler’s A Good Scent from a Strange Mountain (1992) to some extent balances O’Brien’s portrait of Americans in Southeast Asia by depicting the lives of Vietnamese in America after the conclusion of the war.

There are scores of other examples of the genre in modern American literature, but even these few examples demonstrate how important the short story cycle has become in contemporary fiction. It is a convention that needs to be recognized and understood not simply as ancillary to the more significant “novel” but as integral to literary history, with an ancient origin and a set of narrative and structural principles quite distinct from other fictional modes. That for the last century many of the most important works of this kind were written by authors from differing ethnic backgrounds suggests that despite its ancient history, the story sequence offers not only a rich literary legacy but also a vital technique for the exploration and depiction of the complex interactions of gender, ethnicity, and individual identity. It is an important genre, and it deserves to be defined and studied in terms of its vital and continuing contribution to twentieth-century American fiction.

James Nagel
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THE AMERICAN SHORT STORY, 1807–1900

It is customary to suggest that the short story in America has its start in certain tales by Washington Irving, most famously “Rip Van Winkle” and “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” published in The Sketch Book in 1820, stories with plots borrowed from German folktales but that became so thoroughly Americanized as to be thought of as native to our soil. However, a much earlier Irving story, “The Little Man in Black,” has had an enduring influence. Included among the Salmagundi sketches in 1807, it established the “Mysterious Stranger” convention often associated with Mark Twain (because of the title of his never completed novel), a convention that continues to appear in the modern period, as Robert Penn Warren attests in an essay on his own “Blackberry Winter.”

Even the stories of the man awakened to post–Revolutionary War America and the Yankee schoolteacher driven from a sleepy Hudson Valley town retain the essential frame of the “mysterious stranger” convention—which is that of the advent of an unknown and often unwelcome person who threatens the peace of a closed community. Exploiting the tension produced by the opposition of a minority to the wishes of the majority (early detected by de Tocqueville), the convention was particularly relevant to the United States during the rise of the short story, which occurred as that country made its slow and at times painful transition from federalism to Jeffersonian republicanism to Jacksonian democracy.

“Rip Van Winkle” was a parable apt in other ways to the United States in the 1820s, whose citizens at once took advantage of improvements in technology and yet expressed a deep uneasiness over the swiftness of the changes that inventions effected. Indeed, the short story itself, along with the steam-propelled riverboat and cotton gin (both of the last associated with the epochal year 1807, as were Irving’s Salmagundi stories), was an American invention. The story’s brevity was suited to a reader perpetually short of time, who desired the speed of communications and production that characterized the inventions of Fulton and Whitney.

Washington Irving, at least in his short fiction, was no friend to technological innovation. His sketches of life in the England of the 1820s seldom reflect the labor unrest of the day; instead, they create an antiquarian utopia into which the authorial persona, Geoffrey Crayon, retreats, finding a kind of sanctuary of Merry Olde England in the home of the eccentric master of Bracebridge Hall, modeled on Sir Walter Scott’s Abbotsford. Nor were Irving’s two chief heirs of the short story genre, Nathaniel Hawthorne and Edgar Allan Poe, particularly friendly to the age of improvements heralded by President John Quincy Adams and celebrated by the chief orator of the day, Daniel Webster. Though an active Democratic Party worker, Hawthorne at the start of his career avoided the present for the past, and sought to establish himself as a writer of what we now call gothic fiction. In imitation of European writers, he availed himself of the past as a zone sufficiently unfamiliar as to permit a certain license with the observable facts of life—identified by him with the notion of “romance.”

Hawthorne is supposed to have rifled the chronicles of the American colonial archives in quest of these materials, but by the early 1830s, when his stories first appeared, a number of writers had already established that period as a rich field for romantic fiction. Nonetheless, in the short story, Hawthorne’s genius was unrivaled, and like Irving he wrote fables, such as “The Minister’s Black Veil,” “Young Goodman Brown,” and “The Ambitious Guest,” which through their popularity became virtual folktales. Also like Irving, he repeatedly returned to the theme of social alienation, which, in a Puritan setting—as in “The Gentle Boy”—took on the hard edge of persecution.

In contrast to Hawthorne, Poe did not evoke a historical setting for his stories, but despite his southern heritage, which was associated with the ongoing dispute over slavery, escaped the present controversy by inventing his own midregions of the imagination. His was a vaguely located but undoubtedly European scene, explicitly so in “The Pit and the Pendulum” and “The Cask of Amontillado,” undeniably so in “The Fall of the House of Usher.” Both writers were exotic in their geographies, but Hawthorne is commonly not thought of as such, perhaps because of his insistence on the historical validity of his often overwrought colonial scene. Certainly his insistence on deriving a moral lesson from his parables separates him in all respects from Poe, who is the most amoral of nineteenth-century writers, not only in America but in Europe as well, before the advent of the 1890s.

Of the two, it was Poe who continued to command a popular (as opposed to schoolroom) audience well into the twentieth century, this despite the attempts of his contemporaries to discount his work because of his personal life, the alcoholism and perhaps even opium addiction that resulted in his inability to hold the editorial positions that sustained him and his strange family, and that led to his early death. Hawthorne’s personal and domestic life, by contrast, were solidly middle-class (following a youthful reclusive period associated with his literary apprenticeship), but his short fiction, being so morally constricted as to amount to virtual allegories, had greater difficulty in making the transition to the modern period. It is The Scarlet Letter, originally conceived as a short story, by which he is best known.

By 1853, Poe was dead and Hawthorne had turned from the short story set in the distant past to the novel with a modern setting, providing an opening that Herman Melville filled with a sudden explosion of talent. Famous today for his novelistic masterpiece, Moby-Dick, which failed to find a popular audience in his lifetime, Melville in the early 1850s reacted to that failure by seeking a wider readership and increased income. This effort first resulted in the misbegotten romance, Pierre, but then, unpredictably for an author who seemed perpetually to let his fictions run away with him, in a series of short stories that demonstrated an instant mastery of the highly compressed and stringent form. The first published was perhaps the greatest, “Bartleby, the Scrivener,” yet another exercise in the mysterious stranger genre that transcended the convention, so far ahead of the author’s own times that it disappeared for a century, until it was resurrected late in the Melville revival. A contemporary witness has testified that in the Greenwich Village of the 1940s and 1950s, everyone had read and was talking about Melville’s “Bartleby,” shadows of which may be detected in the fiction of Saul Bellow from that time.

Of equal power was Melville’s longer and less concentrated tale, “Benito Cereno,” which also had to wait a century for recognition, a story that challenged both Hawthorne and Poe at their own gothic game and created a parable strongly anchored in the antislavery debate of the 1850s. So relevant did that story remain for people aroused by the civil rights struggle a century later that Robert Lowell dramatized it as part of his sequence Old Glory. “Bartleby,” which appeals to modern writers because of its surreal qualities, also calls to mind the Transcendental revolt against materialism. Irving’s pseudo folk-fables set in the Hudson Valley also reflected political concerns of his own day, “Sleepy Hollow,” especially, with its Yankee-Yorker conflict.

Irving’s influence was everywhere in the 1850s, from Melville’s powerful parables to the dreamy romanticism of the sketches in Donald G. Mitchell’s (“Ik. Marvell”) Reveries of a Bachelor (1850), a favorite book of the young Emily Dickinson, to the pleasant purlieus of George W. Curtis’s New York in Prue and I (1856). This last was a collection of connected sketches that notably featured a lassitudinous, even diaphanous young clerk who is advertised as Bartleby’s friend, a connection that shows the great distance between the imaginations of these two contemporaries, Melville a contributor to, and Curtis a founding editor of, Putnam’s Magazine, the most influential and well-paying periodical of its day.

From its inception, the American short story was connected to the rise of periodical literature in the United States, starting with the coterie journal Salmagundi and then expanding with much wider-circulating magazines, from Harper’s to Godey’s to Graham’s, and including dozens of short-lived publications, many of which lasted a year or so before disappearing into debt. Poe, associated with both Graham’s and the Southern Literary Messenger, spent his last years attempting to launch a magazine of his own, which undoubtedly would have suffered the fate of so many of his heroes (and himself)—a premature demise.

An alternative venue for the short story was the gift book, an annual collection of poetry and prose dressed out with engravings produced in time for the Christmas market in which a number of tales by Hawthorne and Poe first appeared. Unlike the magazines, the gift book was destined as a permanent fixture in the parlor, being relatively expensive and bound in gilt-embossed cloth or leather. Magazines were considered as ephemeral as the soft-paper wrappers in which they first appeared, although large numbers of the most popular survive in bound sets, confirming the hesitancy of Americans to dispose of something once they have bought it.

Short stories in periodicals in America seem to have been primarily written for readers on the run, so to speak, contrasting with the three-decker novels then in vogue, most of which were imported from Great Britain, where the short story did not flourish until much later in the century, and then as an art form rather than as an item intended for popular consumption. In America, the production of short fiction from the 1830s on was vast, resulting in a kind of literary iceberg, the tip of which is represented by the work of Hawthorne, Poe, and Melville, while the bulk has remained below the surface. Even Longfellow early on tried his hand at short fiction, before settling for what proved to be for him the more profitable trade of poetry. Still, it was Longfellow’s narrative poems that were the most successful, and Evangeline was derived from an anecdote first suggested to Hawthorne as the basis of a short story. The young Walt Whitman also ground out short fiction for the magazines, but he too opted for the long, if non-narrative, poem.

By the 1860s, a newer generation of writers began to appear, most of whose work is little known today. Edward Everett Hale, for example, wrote a considerable number of stories, but he is remembered solely for “The Man Without a Country,” a patriotic tale inspired by the Civil War. It would be the local-color writers identified with the post–Civil War period who were to dominate the genre. Harriet Beecher Stowe, associated with the great novel in protest of slavery that brought her sudden fame in 1852, had begun her literary career ten years earlier with a collection of short pieces entitled The Mayflower; or, Sketches of Scenes and Characters Among the Descendents of the Pilgrims (1843). In Sam Lawson’s Oldtown Fireside Stories (1872), Stowe produced a volume of New England tales that in terms of priority, if not actual influence, laid the foundation for much fiction about her native region that appeared subsequently.

Perhaps the most imitated short-story writer of the post–Civil War generation was Bret Harte, a New Yorker who followed the Gold Rush belatedly to California, where he became an editor and a positive influence on the emerging career of Mark Twain. Harte’s tales with a Western setting, first collected in The Luck of the Roaring Camp (1870), would resonate down through the last third of the century and remain popular until his death. His mixture of rustic dialect, humorous situations, and sentimental conclusions managed to convince readers that such places as Angel’s Camp actually existed, though they were for the most part an imaginative compound distilled from Dickens.

Harte too was indebted to Irving, his “Spanish” stories having been inspired by the older writer’s tales of “Dutch” coloration, while his “The Right Eye of the Commander” resonates with Irving’s conventions, including the mysterious stranger device. It is, however, Harte’s sentimental stories of the Gold Rush frontier, like “The Luck of the Roaring Camp,” in which the presence of the infant reformed a mining town, that made Harte famous. These stories are distinguished also by the original creation of an enduring American mythic type, the noble gambler, though the famous John Oakhurst, who figures memorably in Harte’s “The Outcasts of Poker Flat,” has in his personal sacrifice all the markings of Dickens’s Sidney Carton.

If Harte was an innovator in the local-color convention, it must be allowed that his California (like Irving’s Hudson Valley, Hawthorne’s colonial Massachusetts, and Poe’s mid-region of weird) was largely a territory of the postromantic imagination, a geographic anachronism validated by the grotesque stories of Ambrose Bierce. An Ohio-born journalist and Civil War veteran who migrated to California, Bierce inherited Poe’s dark mantle, writing sardonic ghost tales with western settings and, most famously, surreal stories inspired by his wartime experience, such as “An Occurrence at Owl-Creek Bridge,” notable for a trick ending that still brings readers up with a literal snap. Like Harte a voluminous but uneven writer, Bierce is best represented by his collection Stories of Soldiers and Civilians (1891).

Both Bierce and Harte were only superficially realistic in their fiction, while the regionalists associated with New England were most in tune with the emerging tradition of the 1870s and ’80s. Realism as an ideology was chiefly associated in American literature with William Dean Howells and Mark Twain, neither of whom excelled in the art of the short story. George Washington Cable was famous in his day for his Creole tales, which drew upon the New Orleans backdrop and rendered skillfully the Cajun dialect, but for most American readers, his setting, like Harte’s, was exotic.

Sarah Orne Jewett and Mary Wilkens Freeman made regionalism a serious dimension of literary realism, their stories of New England accurately and at times painfully rendering the minutiae of a region in decline. Jewett’s “A White Heron,” collected in a volume of stories of that title in 1886, is a masterpiece of the genre, a powerful fable playing off the attraction felt by a young girl for a handsome young hunter against the larger love she feels for the natural world. Freeman, in the story that gave its title to her A New England Nun (1891), frames a similar tension between the quiet life enjoyed by a spinster and its sudden and violent disruption by the return of the man to whom, during an absence of many years, she had been engaged. Of the two, however, Jewett’s comparative genius must be emphasized. In The Country of the Pointed Firs (1896), Jewett wove together connected sketches that, by emphasizing a scene dominated by elderly or middle-aged folks, living in a seaport that had long since lost its economic basis in shipping, was ironically a shroud for the region she celebrated. Acknowledging the primacy of New England should not mean neglecting the work of Mary Noailles Murfree, who under the pen name Charles Egbert Craddock wrote dialect stories set in her native Tennessee mountains in the 1880s and 1890s, which lend a southern balance to the scales.

Women writers had long held considerable power in American literature, starting with Catharine Sedgwick and Lydia Maria Child in the 1820s. Sarah Josepha Hale had served as the influential editor of Godey’s Lady’s Book, a periodical that featured female authors, and Elizabeth Oakes Smith was a prolific writer of magazine fiction and a pioneer in the dime novel. The Warner sisters, Anna and Susan, emerged in the 1850s, as did Harriet Beecher Stowe. However, most of the significant women writers before the Civil War worked in the novel, not the short story; they were the “scribbling women” of Hawthorne’s notorious lament. Only in the forty years following Hawthorne’s death did women become skilled in the shorter forms, at the same time as the best-known male writers (Howells and Twain, for instance) largely abandoned stories for novel-length prose. Rebecca Harding Davis’s “Life in the Iron Mills” (1861), the savage social realism of which anticipates the naturalist writers of a later generation, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s psychological study, “The Yellow Wallpaper” (1892), provide brackets that suggest both the range and supremacy of women writers during the last half of the nineteenth century.

A notable male story writer of the time was Henry James, whose masterful development as a novelist is matched, if not challenged, by his skill with short fiction. An expatriate for much of his creative life, strongly influenced by continental models, James wrote chiefly of transatlantic matters and used European settings in both his long and short fiction. Where his contemporaries in New England were skillful in working up portraits in which miniature touches made definitive outlines, James was less interested in physical detail than in psychological portraiture. “The Beast in the Jungle” is a study of a man so tormented by the fear of the consequences of action that he suffers a terrible fate because of his inaction, the unsuspected “beast” he has so long feared. Drawing on his own experience, James devoted many of his stories to the lives of artists and writers, as in “The Figure in the Carpet,” stories with a complex weave and often tragic conclusions.

Though James looked to Hawthorne as his American predecessor, he subsumed Hawthorne’s gothicism and fantasy to a kind of inward grotesqueness, the impulses that led many of his characters into renunciatory and self-destructive gestures, as if possessed by Poe’s Imp of the Perverse. Like other realists of his time, James was not interested in historical settings, though his European stories have qualities that would seem exotic to many American readers. A sojourner and a writer, James had access to areas forbidden to casual visitors and tourists in the Old World; his stories are a sequence of privileged penetralia into not only the places but also the psyches of the wealthy and gifted.

Though indebted to European models, James’s stories were not influenced by contemporary political or ideological concerns, for his Old World, like Irving’s, is a sanctuary and retreat. Yet even as James was creating his own intensely private world, American writers were developing a social conscience, perhaps most acutely expressed in the short story form by Howells’s disciple, Hamlin Garland. Certainly a lesser artist than Henry James, Garland wrote stories redeemed by their honesty of vision, derived from the sad fate of his own parents, who were lured into the West with promises of a comfortable living from farming and then broken on the great wheel that was the remorseless cycle of climate and market demand. He thereby brought an angry edge to regionalism in his stories of life in the newly settled prairie states, writing of the injustices suffered by farmers who were caught up in the “lion’s paw” of economic forces, chiefly symbolized by the railroads, which mercilessly changed their rates to reflect market needs, heedless of the effects on a people whose margin of profit was at best small and always at risk.

In 1899 there appeared Charles Chesnutt’s The Conjure Woman, an effort by an African American to portray the details of lives of his enslaved brethren in the South before the Civil War, short stories rendered in dialect used for colorful but not comic effects. This was followed that same year by The Wife of His Youth, the title story of which told of the psychological conflict felt by a man of African descent who is married to a former slave but in love with a black woman of a much higher class and far greater refinement. Both collections helped to move African Americans out of the minstrel-show stereotype in which they were kept by white writers, even in the sympathetic stories told by Joel Chandler Harris through his popular mouthpiece, appearing in Uncle Remus: His Songs and Sayings in 1880 and continuing in other collections for the next twenty-five years.

Though intended for children, Harris’s animal fables captured the adult imagination as well, and were derived from the folktales the author gathered from the black people he knew in his home state of Georgia. Less known are Harris’s contributions to local color, like Free Joe, and Other Georgian Sketches (1887), in which he collected stories derived from material provided by his native region, giving friendly treatment to impoverished aristocrats, poor whites, and former slaves alike. Harris must be given credit for his personal qualities of tolerance, but the South in the 1880s was hardly a place in which such toleration was the rule, the end of Reconstruction being marked by an often violent bigotry that would have to wait for a much later generation of southern short story writers to record.

Hamlin Garland, like Rebecca Harding Davis, may be accounted a primitive naturalist, writing not so much from the European example set by Zola but out of personal experience, which validated the kinds of social injustice that Chesnutt had experienced and Harris mostly ignored. In contrast, the later group of naturalists, college-educated writers like Frank Norris and Stephen Crane, were more responsive to European ideological currents. Children of comfortable middle-class backgrounds, they were forced to search out materials which they could turn into fiction responsive to the new ideologies. Norris is not well known as a writer of short stories, though he did turn out several hilarious examples under the influence of Kipling’s Soldiers Three (1883). Crane was a genius in the genre; his “The Blue Hotel” and “The Open Boat” are unchallenged masterpieces. “The Open Boat” was inspired by Crane’s experience as a castaway from a sunken freighter carrying guns to insurrectionists in Cuba, while “The Blue Hotel,” though colored by the author’s relatively brief experience in the West, was a highly charged imaginative tale, expressionistic in its use of setting and heightened character.

Crane wrote also of the cowboy, who had emerged in the 1880s as a unique figure in the American landscape. The cowboy’s most famous celebrant in the short story was Owen Wister, whose material somewhat transcended his art. Readers who form an opinion of Wister’s fictional skills on the basis of his bestselling The Virginian (1902), with its romantic story and sentimental conclusion, need to consult his short stories, written during the previous decade (and often illustrated by Frederic Remington), which are unsentimental and save for a wry revision of chivalry are without romantic elements. The cowboys and cavalrymen he celebrates in collection such as Red Men and White (1896) are courageous exemplars of American manhood, indebted to Bret Harte but also influenced by Kipling. Wister’s stories also exhibit a certain quiet humor and a practical realism despite the dangerous milieu they depict. Wister knew both Henry James and Howells, and the antisentimentalism that was part of the realist’s code informs his short stories throughout; it was only in his first attempt at a novel that Wister gave way to sentimental necessity in order to attract the female readership needed to influence sales.

Jack London was another naturalist writer who emerged at the turn of the century. Unlike Norris and Crane, he lived the materials of his fiction, though like many of his contemporaries he could not escape the influence of Kipling, whose “code” he translated from the jungles of India to the wasteland of the Yukon. London would become famous with the publication of The Call of the Wild (1903), a novel virtually contemporaneous with The Virginian, but a book written as it were in another dimension, the outlines of which were drawn in the short stories published in the closing years of the decade and gathered as The Son of the Wolf in 1900.

Another vivid contrast to the gritty realism of Crane and London is provided by the short stories of Richard Harding Davis, a writer virtually lost to us today, but who during the early 1890s was widely popular for his journalism, travel writing, and fiction about life in New York City. The most if not always the best of these center on a dashing young dude named Courtlandt Van Bibber. As drawn by Davis’s friend Charles Dana Gibson, Van Bibber is customarily dressed in a top hat, evening clothes, and a cape, but he often interrupts his sybaritic and privileged existence to effect a rescue or to change the direction of a troubled life. Indebted to Bret Harte’s noble gamblers, Van Bibber is the romantic antithesis of London’s rough-hewn dwellers in the forbidding wilderness of the Far North, and an eastern counterpart to Wister’s chivalric Virginian. Early in the 1890s Davis also wrote a number of stories with sympathetic portrayals of lower-class characters who share the same chivalric qualities of his high-born hero, like “A Leander of the East River,” who look forward to O. Henry’s good-hearted rascals, much as Davis’s use of surprise endings and sentimental closures presages the genre O. Henry would make famous. Very popular in his day, Davis is a writer who deserves more attention as a transitional figure and an innovator than he has hitherto been given.

To end this survey with Kate Chopin seems inevitable, for her career, accomplishments, and literary reception provide a natural bridge between the nineteenth-and twentieth-century American short story. Born Katherine O’Flaherty in St. Louis in 1851, she married Oscar Chopin and moved with him to Louisiana. After his death, she began to write professionally. Her first novel, At Fault (1890), was followed by two collections of stories, Bayou Folk (1894) and A Night in Acadie (1897), which established her reputation. In 1899, her masterpiece, The Awakening—a novel about the turbulent sexual discoveries of a married woman—shocked reviewers and readers, virtually silencing Chopin for the last five years of her life. In one sense, many of her short stories about French Creole Louisiana look back to the local colorists (Stowe, Cable, Murfee) and the regionalists (Jewett, Freeman); but in other ways, her most original work looks forward to the fiction of such iconoclastic twentieth-century writers as Joyce, Hemingway, Anderson, and Hurston. Brief, unvarnished, and exceptionally provocative, Chopin’s stories challenge the comfortable assumptions of bourgeois society. “Désirée’s Baby” is a shockingly ironic exposure of the tragic results of racism; “The Storm” tells of a married woman’s afternoon of lovemaking with a former suitor; and “The Story of an Hour” is a brief sketch about a middle-aged wife who experiences an exhilarating release when she hears that her husband has died, an intense thrill of regained freedom that ends with a heart attack when the report proves untrue. A more positive yet unconventional view of marriage is put forward in “Athénaïse,” about a discontented young bride who leaves her husband and has a brief, platonic relationship with another man, until the discovery that she is pregnant by her husband acts as a sudden and transformational epiphany that sends her happily back into his arms. These daring explorations of the consequences of gender, race, and class constrictions, with their vivid surfaces and insinuating depths, are now recognized as among the most prescient in late nineteenth-century literature.

John Seelye
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THE AFRICAN AMERICAN SHORT STORY

Like African American writing in general, African American short stories emerged as a genre in the context of slavery and the struggle against it. Only in the North, where slavery was illegal, could African Americans publish any writing at all, and even there, powerful pressures of moral imperative, commercial opportunity, and social obligation motivated black authors such as Maria Stewart, William Wells Brown, Martin R. Delany, Frederick Douglass, and Harriet Jacobs to invest their public voices in the abolitionist effort. Ironically, these imperatives worked against the development of short stories as a preferred genre for African American authors, and to this day, very few of them have been known primarily as short story writers.

Almost without exception, the intent of African American authors was to agitate, provoke, and persuade, not to entertain. The genres best suited to these objectives are oratory, autobiographical narrative, and the essay. Not surprisingly, the expressive energies of the antebellum black authors were most often manifested in these forms.

Among the short stories of this period, “The Heroic Slave” rises as boldly above its coevals as does its author, Frederick Douglass, above his own contemporaries. Some critics classify it as a novella, but in either case, it deserves an honored place in this history. It was published in March 1853, and it is an imaginative retelling of the story of Madison Washington, who led a successful revolt on the ship Creole in 1841. The story exemplifies Douglass’s belief in the necessity for slaves to rise and fight for their own freedom.

Not until the emergence of Charles Waddell Chesnutt was there a true African American master of the short story form. The publication of his story, “The Goophered Grapevine,” in the August 1887 issue of Atlantic Monthly catapulted Chesnutt into literary celebrity. By the time his collection The Conjure Woman was published by Houghton Mifflin in March 1899, Chesnutt had developed a broad and enthusiastic following for his dialect tales. Many of Chesnutt’s readers were unaware of his racial identification. With his fair skin, blue eyes, and red hair, Chesnutt certainly appeared white. Other European Americans were writing Negro dialect tales at the time, and Chesnutt could easily have chosen his place among them. Instead, he became a strong race man, deeply committed to social issues affecting black people, which became increasingly apparent in his fiction. In the autumn of 1899 he published The Wife of His Youth and Other Stories of the Color Line, a work that explored the moral and social dilemmas of race. Though William Dean Howells and a few other critics praised these stories, most critics found them too honest about topics that were considered provocative, such as miscegenation and racist mob violence. Celebrated as a dialect writer, Chesnutt found himself controversial and increasingly marginalized as a serious writer on social conflicts associated with race.

At the turn of the century, W. E. B. Du Bois emerged as the preeminent African American intellectual. In addition to his works of social science and political commentary, Du Bois also occasionally wrote fiction. His best-known short story, “Of the Coming of John,” appeared in The Souls of Black Folks (1903). This poignant tale chronicles the tragic results of the inherent clash between a culture of white supremacy and the transgressive aspirations of a young black man, inspired by a liberal arts education to pursue Du Boisian ideals of manly candor. Ironically, John’s advent terminates in a heroic swan song. Du Bois used this short story to explore the limitations of his own social doctrine.

As the editor of Crisis (1910–1934), Du Bois occasionally published his own fictional pieces. More important, he published the work of many other black writers, and Crisis became an important outlet and inspiration for writers of the Harlem Renaissance. As the organ of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), Crisis was the most important and widely disseminated of all African American periodicals. Thus, it provided national visibility to black writers. During the 1920s Opportunity, the National Urban League magazine, edited by Charles S. Johnson, played a similar role. In addition, the annual Opportunity literary awards focused attention on distinguished emerging writers. Unlike literary magazines, these journals were published monthly, year after year, and their mass membership base guaranteed their broad national distribution. Thus, they played a special role in black literary history.

Anthologies have also been very important, especially as definitive expressions of particular literary moments. Most famously, The New Negro (1925), edited by Alain Locke, articulated what remains the predominant conception of the “The Harlem Renaissance,” a rubric for the flowering of African American writing during the 1920s. Locke asserts in his introductory essay: “with this renewed self-respect and self-dependence, the life of the Negro community is bound to enter a new dynamic phase.” For Locke, the flowering of the arts represented this broader social vitality. “The Harlem Renaissance” is a misnomer, since several of the most important writers associated with it were not in Harlem for most of the 1920s (Claude McKay and Langston Hughes, for example), some such as Jean Toomer kept their distance, and others such as Zora Neale Hurston did their major work after the 1920s. Still, Locke’s conception of a distinctively new literature, embodying racial pride and emphasizing themes derived from an honest reappraisal of black history and culture, including the African heritage, remains useful as a generalization a bout the period. Sixteen years later Sterling Brown and Ulysses Lee published The Negro Caravan (1941), the most important African American anthology of the Depression era. Neither is primarily a fiction anthology, but both offer valuable collections of short fiction, incorporating works by writers who continue to command our attention and by others who were well respected when the anthologies appeared but whose reputations have subsequently faded.

Jean Toomer’s Cane (1923) is arguably the most important collection of African American short fiction ever published. A loosely integrated collection of stories, sketches, and poems, Cane is based on Toomer’s experiences on an excursion he took through the Deep South with his novelist friend Waldo Frank in 1920. Frank’s novel Holiday also derived from this trip. Much of Cane is written in an expressionist mode, calculated to evoke sensory and emotional responses to situations and not merely to describe characters, settings, and actions. Toomer represents the literary avant-garde of his day, and some of his formal experiments appear gratuitous, but more often in Cane they work brilliantly. For instance, “Karintha” uses a combination of poetry and prose to evoke the convergence of natural beauty and sexual passion around the figure of a young woman. It begins:


Her skin is like dusk on the eastern horizon,

O cant you see it, O cant you see it,

Her skin is like dusk on the eastern horizon,

… When the sun goes down.



Despite its lovely language, this story is tragic, describing the fate of a prematurely seductive girl ruined by undisciplined passion. “Blood-Burning Moon,” using an incantatory rhythm, dramatizes the delirious ritual violence of a lynching. These short stories might easily be described as prose poems. Some stories, such as “Bona and Paul,” are written in a conventional narrative style. “Kabnis,” the long concluding work, is an avant-garde literary experiment, an odd hybrid of fictional and dramatic conventions. The critical reader can follow Toomer’s shifts among prose narrative, interior monologue, dramatic dialogue, and poetic invocation. “Kabnis” is a fascinating example of the search for effective formal innovations, but most critics regard it as not wholly successful. Cane is a daring and visionary work that departs sharply from the dialect tales and reformist dramatizations of social problems that had preoccupied earlier black writers. It embodies a combination of the writer as not just a responsible citizen, an entertainer, or a credit to his race but a serious artist. It is the first work of an African American author to be admired more for its formal innovations than for its content, and for these reasons, despite its flaws, most critics regard it as a classic.

In addition to his poetry, Langston Hughes wrote many fine short stories. His first collection, The Ways of White Folks (1938), is a volume of sharply crafted and mostly ironic stories about racial attitudes, accommodations, and conflicts. Hughes’s most important and memorable fiction, however, is his series of narratives based on a character named Jessie B. Semple. The “Simple stories” began in 1943 as a weekly feature in the Chicago Defender, a newspaper with a national circulation among all classes of black people, especially in the South, and continued for the next two decades. “Simple” was an immediate hit, and these weekly stories were read, often aloud, in homes, schools, barber and beauty shops, and bars across black America. Embraced as a black everyman, Jessie B. Semple is an opinionated working-class guy who frequents his local bar and declares his views on women, politics, white people, and life. Hughes developed a small cast of characters around Semple—bartender, wife, girlfriend, and landlady—and he established a comic paradigm that has in subsequent years been frequently appropriated by television situation comedies such as Cheers. The Simple stories are a rare accomplishment in American literary history. Many of the episodes, jokes, and even characters have passed over into the oral folklore of African Americans and continue to be retold by people who are unaware that Langston Hughes wrote them.

Zora Neale Hurston is usually listed as a Harlem Renaissance writer, but she wrote most of her fiction during the Great Depression. She did not publish a volume of stories during her lifetime, but her stories have been collected in The Selected Short Stories of Zora Neale Hurston. Most of her stories are apprentice work, preliminary studies and sketches of characters and episodes that she developed more fully later in her novels. They are valuable, nonetheless, for what they reveal about Hurston’s development as a writer. Furthermore, her best stories, such as “Spunk” and “Sweat,” are humorous and entertaining tales of rural Southern life, and they merit attention on their own.

By contrast, Richard Wright thought that literature should instruct, not entertain. In fact, Wright and Hurston clashed over the appropriateness of depicting African American folk life. Wright, who believed that literature should be used as a weapon, argued that amusing stories of folk life allow racists to be entertained by the oppression of black people. His first volume of short stories, Uncle Tom’s Children (1938), was a classic in the genre known as “protest fiction.” Written in a naturalistic mode, these tales of black oppression depict men and women trapped and destroyed by forces beyond their control. Wright’s subsequent volume of short stories, Eight Men (1961), represents a broader range of thematic concerns. Unlike the unremittingly grim stories of Uncle Tom’s Children, the stories in Eight Men are sometimes humorous (as in “Man of All Work”), and they are written in several different styles. These stories provide insight into how hard Wright worked to continue developing and extending his literary craft.

During the 1950s some monumental works of African American literature were published, but it was a lean time for short stories. Several writers produced a few excellent stories during this period (for example, Ralph Ellison and Paula Marshall), but they all invested most of their energies in other genres. Ellison’s stories were collected in Flying Home and Other Stories (1996), and Marshall’s are represented by Soul Clap Hands and Sing (1961) and Reena and Other Stories (1983). James Baldwin’s stories, eventually collected in Going to Meet the Man (1965), represent this period. The most famous of these is “Sonny’s Blues,” the most frequently taught and anthologized of Baldwin’s works. It explores the vexed relationship between two brothers, one a teacher and the other a jazz musician who has struggled with drug addiction and spent time in prison. In coming to understand his brother’s relationship to music, the protagonist also comes to understand the importance of music in African American life: “Sonny’s fingers filled the air with life, his life. But that life contained so many others…. He really began with the spare flat statement of the opening phrase of the song. Then he began to make it his…. I seemed to hear with what burning he had made it his, with what burning we had yet to make it ours…. He could help us be free if we would listen, that he would never be free until we did.”

Baldwin’s stories represent primarily black New Yorkers, struggling with the existential burdens of race, family, and love. Baldwin’s writing was sometimes undisciplined in his longer works. His stories, therefore, reflect more favorably upon skills as a literary craftsman. Nevertheless, Baldwin’s literary reputation rests upon his full-length works, not his stories.

Ernest Gaines too has been primarily a novelist, but his Bloodline (1968) is a thematically integrated collection, a major literary accomplishment in the tradition of Cane and Uncle Tom’s Children. In Bloodline, explicitly in the title story, Gaines takes up the challenge posed by William Faulkner’s powerful representation of the South. Writing as a black southerner, Gaines attempts to render black Louisiana folk with the complex sense of history and social conventions that Faulkner attributes to the white people of his fictional Yoknapatawpha County. The collection opens with “The Sky is Gray,” a story about the dignity and stubborn pride of a poor young black woman who perseveres through adverse conditions to teach her young son how to be a man. The civil rights movement, with all its cultural and social entailments, forms the basis for Gaines’s fiction. In Bloodline and in his novels, Gaines examines the intricate tensions between stable community and individual freedom.

Amiri Baraka is best known for his poems and plays. In the mid-1960s, however, when he was still known as LeRoi Jones, he published two remarkable works of fiction: Tales (1967) and a novel, The System of Dante’s Hell (1965). Tales is a collection of poetic and autobiographical stories, notable for their expressionistic style and their emotional candor and intensity. These stories are primarily concerned to dramatize particular existential moments, especially moments of crisis or revelation. The poetic quality of these tales is apparent in the following passage from “Words”:


Magic and ghosts are a dialogue … invisible and sound vibrations, humming in emptyness … images collide in emptyness, and we build our emotions into blank invisible structures which never exist, and are not there, and are illusion and pain and madness. Dead whiteness.

We turn white when we are afraid.

We are going to try to be happy.



Baraka eschews conventional plot and character development, concentrating instead on emotional effect. These are avant-garde stories. As such, Tales represents a significant departure in African American writing. It is the first collection of African American short fiction since Cane to adopt a forthrightly experimental style throughout.

During the period of the mid-1960s through the mid-1970s, generally known as the Black Arts Movement, there was a significant upsurge of African American literary activity. Though this period is usually described as featuring primarily poetry and drama, it includes a remarkable amount of fiction in both conventional and experimental styles. The fiction of this era has been relatively neglected by scholars, though there is a substantial amount of it, representing many styles and perspectives, and written in many cases by authors who continue to receive critical attention for their subsequent work as poets or novelists. One can only speculate about the reasons for this neglect. A major factor many be the general perception of the 1960s as an era of oral and polemical expression. We give far more attention to African American speeches of that era than to its fiction. Poetry, drama, and polemical essays also have a great advantage in this era that we understand as a culture of public rhetorical expression. It may be, in other words, that we are predisposed not to notice the fiction of this period.

Ironically, much of the short fiction was published in periodicals that are readily available to researchers. Even high-profile literary/intellectual journals such as Atlantic Monthly and Harper’s began to publish works by African Americans with some frequency. More important, a number of African American venues became available. Under the editorship of Hoyt Fuller, Negro Digest (renamed Black World) developed into an important monthly platform for black writers. In the 1970s a number of high-quality journals, representing a broad spectrum of literary and political values, were publishing fiction and other work by African American writers: The Black Scholar, Black American Literature Forum, The Yardbird Reader, Obsidian, and Callaloo, to name the most prominent. Despite the odd scholarly silence on the subject, this is arguably the richest, most diverse period ever for African American short fiction, comprising a wide spectrum of literary sensibilities and approaches.

At one end of the spectrum are the avant-garde works of writers associated with bohemia, represented by Greenwich Village in the East and the San Francisco/Berkeley enclave in the West. Amiri Baraka, during his early days as LeRoi Jones, was a Village writer, and Samuel R. Delaney, best known for his works of heroic fantasy and science fiction, also deserves mention in this bohemian context. Ishmael Reed began his career in New York’s UMBRA Writers’ Workshop, alongside several other notables such as Eugene B. Redmond, David Henderson, and Henry Dumas, but he and Al Young are primarily known as Bay area writers with iconoclastic, satirical styles. Clarence Major was long associated with the Fiction Collective, a midwestern guild of experimental writers. Though they differ from each other, all of these writers are literary innovators in some sense, and aside from Reed’s novels, critics have given little attention to their fiction, some of which is dazzling.

At the other end of the spectrum, many writers of this period worked in conventional realist styles, obvious examples including Toni Cade Bambara (Gorilla, My Love, 1972), Alice Walker (In Love and Trouble, 1974), and John Edgar Wideman (Damballah, 1981). Bambara specialized in capturing the fast-paced vernacular language of urban black people, and many stories in Gorilla, My Love skillfully depict the voices of children. This passage from “Raymond’s Run” is representative:


If anybody has anything to say to Raymond … they have to come by me. And I don’t play the dozens…. I much rather just knock you down and take my chances even if I am a little girl with skinny arms and squeaky voice, which is how I got the name Squeaky. And if things get too rough, I run…. I’m the fastest thing on two feet.



A remarkable variety of writers worked in the wide realm of avant-garde formal experimentation and conventional realism. Henry Dumas, for example, who died a tragic and senseless death when he was shot by a policeman for no apparent reason as he stood waiting on a New York subway platform, was greatly admired by other writers, including Toni Morrison, for his deft combination of realistic, vernacular language and compelling symbolism. His fiction was first collected in Ark of Bones and Other Stories (1974) and later in Goodbye, Sweetwater: New and Selected Stories (1988). Gayl Jones, from the publication of her first novel, has been regarded as a provocative and compelling writer. Her works explore the depths of psychological trauma, focusing on sexuality and the conflicts between men and women. Toni Morrison edited Jones’s first two novels, Corregidora and Eva’s Man, and her collection of stories White Rat (1977). Finally, writing in a style reminiscent of Ralph Ellison, James Alan McPherson published Hue and Cry (1970) and the Pulitzer Prize-winning Elbow Room (1978), an entire collection of stories that is remarkable for its technical virtuosity. Critics have especially admired McPherson for his skill in rendering a wide variety of social perspectives and verbal styles.

The 1980s was, by contrast to the 1970s, a period of relative drought for African American writing. Though a few writers such as Alice Walker, Gloria Naylor, and Toni Morrison enjoyed great success, the prominence and diversity of published African American voices diminished, and many established writers had difficulty finding publishers. Two notable collections from this era that announced the emergence of major new voices were Gloria Naylor’s The Women of Brewster Place (1982) and Jamaica Kincaid’s At the Bottom of the River (1983). The situation was so bad that Terry McMillan felt obliged to publish an anthology of contemporary African American fiction to address the dearth. Called Breaking Ice (1990), it included short stories and novel excerpts by both established and emerging writers, including Naylor, McMillan, John Wideman, Charles Johnson, Randall Kenan, and Angela Jackson. It was hailed as the first anthology of black writing to be published in over a decade. Many writers and critics believed that in the distinctly conservative political climate of the 1980s, there was a backlash among publishers against African American writers. Whether this was true or not, much less work by black writers was being published. Breaking Ice was a very inclusive collection that represented the diversity of African American fiction writing at that time. McMillan explains her intentions in the introduction:


Our visions, voices, outlooks, and even our experiences have changed and/or grown in myriad ways over the last two decades. Much of our work is more intimate, personal, reflects a diversity of styles and approaches to storytelling, and it was this new energy that I hoped to acquire for this anthology. This is exactly what I got …. Some of [our stories] are warmhearted, some zingy, some have a sting, and a bite, some will break your heart, or cause you to laugh out loud…. You may very well see yourself, a member of your family, a loved one, or a friend on these pages, and that is one thing good fiction should do.



This introduction in effect announces the advent of a new cultural epoch, one in which black writers have effectively rebelled against the traditional dogma that blackness must entail some specific and limited range of styles. The anthology received a great deal of attention from reviewers and media commentators.

Breaking Ice had the salutary effect of goading publishers. Several of them reissued works by African Americans that had fallen out of print, and some offered contracts to established writers who had gone unpublished in recent years. Nonetheless, the 1990s has mostly continued the trend of the 1980s, bringing success to a few major novelists but offering few exciting new voices. Indeed, the only collection of stories by a black writer who emerged in the 1990s that seems clearly to have earned a long-term audience is Krik? Krak! (1995) by Edwidge Danticat. Like Jamaica Kincaid, Danticat is a Caribbean immigrant. Her stories in this collection deal with Haiti under the Duvalier regime, and they are especially memorable for their crisp and original, yet idiomatic, language. Her title refers to a vernacular convention in Haiti. Krik? means, in effect, are you ready to hear a story? Krak! is the affirmative response. Her opening story, “Children of the Sea,” depicts boat people fleeing Haiti, and it is told in the voices of two lovers, one on the island and the other in a makeshift boat, addressing thoughts to each other. This final monologue conveys the magic of Danticat’s prose:


All I hear from the radio is more killing in port-au-prince. the pigs are refusing to let up.… I am writing to you from the bottom of the banyan tree, manman says that banyan trees are holy and sometimes if we call the gods from beneath them, they will hear our voices clearer…. last night on the radio, I heard that another boat sank off the coast of the bahamas. I can’t think about you being in there in the waves. my hair shivers. from here, I cannot even see the sea. behind these mountains are more mountains and more black butterflies still and a sea that is endless like my love for you.



Edwidge Danticat is clearly a major literary voice of the next generation.

Few African American writers have adopted the short story as their primary genre. It remains, rather, a form that novelists and poets use from time to time. There is no distinctively African American style or tradition of the short story. It would be accurate to say that black writers have worked in virtually all of the modes practiced by other writers and have produced distinguished work in all of these modes. They have brought African American perspectives and cultural traditions to bear upon their short fiction, and some of the most important works of African American writing are short stories. Taken as a whole, African American short stories effectively represent the larger traditions of African American literature in all of its diversity. Thus, the study of them can be a very effective introduction to this literature. It may seem odd, then, that James Alan McPherson is the only major black writer of recent decades who has devoted his creative energies exclusively to story writing. Still, as Jamaica Kincaid and Edwidge Danticat have recently shown, the short story remains a powerfully effective literary mode.

David Lionel Smith
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THE ASIAN AMERICAN SHORT STORY

Geographically, the border of Asia begins west of the Ural Mountains and includes all the countries of the so-called Middle East, East Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia. Theoretically, the term Asian American includes Americans whose ancestry is from any of the countries in this entire continent. But in practice, when Asian American studies began after the Third World Student Strike at San Francisco State University in 1969, the focus was on Americans of East Asian descent. Kai-yu Hsu’s introduction to the first literary anthology, Asian American Authors (1972), defined Asian American as Americans of Chinese, Japanese, and Korean lineage, limiting the group to one race (Mongolian) and one cultural heritage (Confucian and Buddhist). Frank Chin and the other editors of AIIIEEEEE! (1974) chose a political definition, excluding those whom they felt were overly assimilated and including only writers with an “authentic Asian American sensibility,” but they did not define their terms. Elaine Kim, in the first book-length scholarly study, Asian American Literature: An Introduction to the Writings and Their Social Context (1982), defined her subject as literature written by Americans of Asian descent living in the United States about the experience of living there. But this definition leaves out Asian Americans who choose to write about their Asian experience, such as Richard Kim and Shirley Lim. Inclusive and yet not so large as to be meaningless, the operative Asian Pacific American “borders” extend as far west as Pakistan and as far east as the coast of California, including Hawaiians and other South Sea Islanders, Eurasians, and Amerasians of mixed races, what ever their subject matter, wherever they choose to set their stories.

Each Asian group in the United States has had a distinctive history and yet, despite the diversity of race, language, religion and cultural background, all share the experience of exclusion as a nonwhite, foreign element, regardless of the length of time the group or individual has been in the United States. Thus, Asian American short stories by first-generation immigrants often deal with themes of displacement, dislocation, exile, and nostalgia for the country of origin. The second-generation writers are more concerned with sorting out identity issues and family and personal relationships, confronting racism, and asserting a place for themselves in the United States. The third generation is often curious about the customs and cultural specificities of Old World grandparents or the experiences about which the first and second generations have been silent, such as the incarceration of Japanese Americans during World War II. Thus, Asian American short story writers may be grouped by generation and subject matter, or by national origin and chronology. I have chosen to use a combination of chronology and national origin. Furthermore, because the subject is so vast, I have for the most part focused on writers who have published a collection of short stories, deciding, perhaps somewhat arbitrarily, that an entire collection attests to a writer’s greater significance than any single story.

The earliest short story writers were two Eurasian sisters, Edith Maud Eaton and Winifred Eaton. Born to an English father and a Chinese mother, the sisters began publishing short stories at the end of the nineteenth century. Despite the virulent sinophobia of the period, Edith, the elder sister, chose a Chinese pseudonym, Sui Sin Far (Narcissus), and wrote stories protesting the mistreatment of the Chinese in Canada and the United States. Her collected stories, Mrs. Spring Fragrance, were first published in 1912 and reprinted in 1995. They are admired today for their progressive stance in advocating the rights of Chinese immigrants and single working women. The younger sister, Winifred, using a Japanese-sounding pen name, Onoto Watanna, published seventeen novels, and hundreds of stories in the popular magazines of the period. Economically motivated, Winifred created best-selling romances linking Japanese or Japanese Eurasian heroines with Caucasian men. From 1926 to 1931, she wrote screenplays for Hollywood, but her short stories remain to be collected in a single volume.

Japanese Americans have produced a number of remarkable short story writers. During the late 1930s, Toshio Mori first began writing spare vignettes of Japanese American life in the farms and small towns of California. Both Yokohama, California, Mori’s first collection, and The Chauvinist and Other Stories, his second, are distinguished by subtle portrayals of characters that tremble on the fine line between fools and heroes (“The Japanese Hamlet,” “Say It With Flowers,”  “The Seventh Street Philosopher”), exemplifying what writer Hisaye Yamamoto has called “the bulldog tenacity of the human spirit.” Hisaye Yamamoto, herself an extraordinary writer, presents the woman’s perspective in her collection Seventeen Syllables and Other Stories. Master of indirection and understatement, Yamamoto employs unreliable narrators in “Seventeen Syllables” and “Yoneko’s Earthquake,” young girls who tell a story from their limited perspective, but the reader understands that another tale is all the while emerging in spite of them. Wakako Yamauchi is best known for her plays, but she is also a masterful short story writer. Her themes—love unconsummated, opportunities missed, songs of longing and resignation, of repression and self-denial and its psychic cost, of despair and the renewal of hope—are handled with consummate skill, with poignancy and wistfulness. In “The Coward,” for example, a woman does not succumb to an affair. “Shirley Temple, Hotchacha” most explicitly deals with the trauma of World War II for both Japanese and Japanese Americans. In The Loom and Other Stories, R. A. Sasaki explores the beauty that is discernible only when one looks “real close.” In the title story, “The Loom,” grown daughters finally recognized their mother’s strength when reviewing the hardships of her life. In Sasaki’s humorous “American Fish,” which has been made into a short film, two women shopping at a fish market speak warmly as if they know each other well, yet neither is able to call up the other’s name or any details of the other’s life. Their exterior friendliness contrasts with their interior confusion and creates a tension leading to a humorous denouement.

Filipino American short story writers include Carlos Bulosan, N. V. M. Gonzales, Bienvenido Santos, Marianne Villaneuva, Peter Bacho, and M. Evelina Galang. In the comic title story of Bulosan’s The Laughter of My Father (1944), a man is suspected of dishonoring a bride. In “The Romance of Magno Rubio,” a short, ugly Filipino falls in love with a beautiful, tall American woman, and in “Silence,” Bulosan evokes a lonely Filipino man’s fantasy as he gazes with love and longing from his window at an American college coed and changes the color of his curtains to match her clothes. N. V. M. Gonzales began writing stories in English in the 1930s; his first collection, Seven Hills Away, was published in 1947, followed by Children of the Ash-Covered Loam (1954), Look, Stranger, on This Island Now (1963), Mindoro and Beyond: Twenty-One Stories (1979), and the retrospective volume The Bread of Salt and Other Stories (1993). Although most of his stories are set in the Philippines, he has chosen to write in English, for as he explains in his preface to The Bread of Salt, “An alien language does not fail if it is employed in honest service to the scene, in evocation of the landscape, and in celebration of the people one has known from birth.” Like Gonzales’s, Marianne Villanueva’s stories record the daily lives and struggles of the people of the islands that she knew. Most of her stories are realistically detailed; however, “The Special Research Project” is an imaginative, very pointed anti-Marcos allegory, which was published in the Philippines just before the dictator’s fall from power. Bienvenido N. Santos’s Scent of Apples: A Collection of Stories evokes the nostalgia for the homeland experienced by Filipino students and professors, barbers and cooks, clerks and aging Pinoys living in exile in the United States. Santos conveys with great sensitivity the gentleness, resiliency, and tragedies of the “old-timers” making do in a world far from home. Peter Bacho’s collection Dark Blue Suit and Other Stories also employs nostalgia in re-creating the masculine world of Filipino cannery workers, boxers, and labor organizers of an earlier generation in Seattle. In the last story of the collection, “A Family Gathering,” a young man returns to Seattle to visit his beloved father and Uncle Kiko at their gravesites, conversing with them and reliving memories with sadness and deep love. M. Evelina Galang’s Her Wild American Self explores the struggle between Old World Catholic mores and American freedom from a young feminine perspective. Both “The Look-Alike Women” and “Filming Sausage” expose the stereotype of the exotic, docile Asian beauty and the constrictive effect of this stereotype on the daily lives of women of Asian ancestry living in the West.

After the early work of Sui Sin Far at the beginning of the twentieth century, the next notable Chinese American short story collections did not appear until the latter two decades of the century with Frank Chin’s The Chinaman Pacific & Frisco R.R. Co. (1988) and David Wong Louie’s Pangs of Love (1991). Chin, primarily known as a playwright, dazzles readers with his verbal pyrotechnics and saddens readers with his intense love/hate reaction to the Chinese American identity. The afterword to his collection is an unsympathetic parody of Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior. In David Wong Louie’s stories, marked by sophistication and humor, the anguish of ethnicity and identity is replaced by other, more generalized concerns: finding love in spite of a domineering mother’s interference, keeping ties to one’s child after a divorce, caring for an aged father. In American Visa, newly arrived writer Wang Ping recounts stories of China’s Cultural Revolution and of the experience of the recent immigrant to New York in tones irreverent and unsentimental. Amy Tan’s popular The Joy Luck Club and Sigrid Nuñez’s A Feather on the Breath of God may both be classified as short story cycles, an intermediary genre between fragmented novels and connected short stories. In Tan’s book, four sets of Chinese immigrant mothers and their Americanized daughters take turns telling their individual stories of love and betrayal, of war and peace, of personal victories and defeats, set in both China and the United States. In 1995, under the directorship of Wayne Wang, The Joy Luck Club was made into a full-length feature film, the first since Flower Drum Song in the 1950s to have an all-Asian cast. Sigrid Nuñez, who is part Chinese, part Spanish, and part German, divides her volume into three sections: “Chang,” the father’s between-world story of his birth in Panama, his education there, and his immigration to the United States; the story of the mother, Christa, who was born and reared in Nazi Germany, marries on a whim, and finds herself unhappy: “I thought I had died and gone to hell…. But it was only Brooklyn”; and the narrator’s story, “A Feather on the Breath of God,” about the daughter who studies ballet, starves herself to be as light as a feather, and falls in love with one of her ESL students, a married Ukrainian taxi driver. Nuñez writes simply but evocatively.

Hawaiian writers from a variety of Asian, native islander, and haole (white) backgrounds have published their work in Bamboo Ridge, which in 1986 collected an anthology of poetry and prose, The Best of Bamboo Ridge. The most notable fiction writers in this anthology are Darrell H. Y. Lum, Rodney Morales, and Sylvia Watanabe. In a bold move to break new ground and perhaps influenced by Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and the young African American narrators of Toni Cade Bambara’s short stories, Darrell H. Y. Lum published a collection of short stories in 1990, written entirely in pidgin English, entitled Pass On, No Pass Back! With its cartoon cover and cartoons interspersed with stories whose narrators sound to the uninitiated like illiterates and fools, Lum’s collection democratizes literature and demonstrates that pidgin can be as expressive and capable of portraying depth of character and emotion as standard English and that pidgin-speaking adolescents are as morally complex as the rest of us. Sylvia Watanabe has coedited a collection of Asian American women’s fiction, Home to Stay, including the work of many well-known writers, like Maxine Hong Kingston, Gish Jen, Cecilia Manguerra Brainard, Meena Alexander, Fae Myenne Ng, and Jessica Hagedorn. In Watanabe’s own collection of stories Talking to the Dead, Hawaii, far from being a profit-making tourists’ paradise, is alive with a host of quirky but sensitively portrayed characters: a senile Laundry Burglar, an old woman called Aunty Talking to the Dead who knows the power of herbs and how to lay out a body, and a young woman whose life’s goal is to be a female Japanese American impersonator of Fred Astaire.

South Asian writers of short fiction are numerous and many have been collected in recent anthologies: Our Feet Walk the Sky, Living in America: Poetry and Fiction by South Asian American Writers, and Contours of the Heart: South Asians Map North America. To date, only Bharati Mukherjee, Chitra Divakaruni, and Tashira Naqvi have published collections of short stories. Although primarily a novelist, Mukherjee has published one volume, The Middleman and Other Stories, which won the National Book Critics Circle Award. In sure tones and varying narrative voices, Mukherjee presents a diverse array of recent immigrant and multicultural experiences at moments of intense feeling. The title story is narrated from the perspective of a man, an Iraqi Jew from “Smyrna, Aleppo, Baghdad—and now Flushing, Queens” attempting to do business “deep in Mayan country,” and sexually attracted to the mistress of a jungle drug lord. In “Jasmine,” which grew into a novel with the same title, a young Indian woman comes to “Detroit [and later Ann Arbor] from Port-of-Spain, Trinidad by way of Canada” and works as an au pair for an American couple. The narrator in “The Management of Grief” is an Indian woman just informed about the death of her husband and two sons in an airline crash over Ireland. Mukherjee records the effect of rapid crossings of cultural and geographical boundaries, accompanied by both excitement and a disquieting sense of dislocation. Arranged Marriage, Chitra Divakaruni’s moving and often ironic collection of stories, focuses on South Asian women’s experiences, beginning in India with “The Bats,” a story of a battered wife as narrated through the eyes of her young, uncomprehending daughter, and ending with “Meeting Mrinal,” in which a South Asian American woman whose husband has just left her tries to put up a good front before a visiting childhood friend, a career woman; each woman believes the other has led the ideal life. In “Clothes” and “Silver Pavements, Golden Roofs,” Divakaruni shows how violence and racism in the United States shatter the recent immigrant’s American dreams. In “The Ultrasound” and “Doors” Divakaruni contrasts Indian mores with American customs, showing how significant these divergences can be in the lives of those caught between two worlds. In “The Ultrasound,” a South Asian woman living in the United States and her cousin living in India both become pregnant at the same time. When the ultrasound shows the Indian cousin’s baby to be a girl, her parents-in-law, with whom she lives, want her to abort because the first child of their distinguished family must be a son. In “Doors” a young Indian man comes to visit with his newly married cousin and prepares to stay for a year, sleeping in the young couple’s dining room, while the young Americanized wife is appalled. Tahira Naqvi, originally from Pakistan, who is now teaching at Western Connecticut State University, published a collection, Attar of Roses and Other Stories from Pakistan. Acerbic, humorous, nostalgic, her stories remember and re-create life in Pakistan, giving informative and entertaining glimpses into family relationships, marriage, rites of passage, gender roles and limitations, and a yearning for the unattainable.

Other notable story collections set in Asian countries, written by Americans of Asian ancestry, include the work of Richard Kim and Shirley Geok-lin Lim. Richard Kim, who was born in Korea and who has been a U.S. resident since 1955, when he came for graduate studies, is the author of a number of critically acclaimed novels. The largely autobiographical short stories collected in Lost Names record his boyhood experiences of the cruelty of Japanese colonial rule in Korea. The son of a well-known dissenter, Kim was particularly targeted by Japanese officials, who were trying desperately to maintain control of Korea in the last days of World War II. In the memorable story “An Empire for Rubber Balls,” all the Korean school children are required to contribute and collect rubber balls for the war effort. When Kim punctures the balls, thinking thereby to get more into each sack, he is brutally beaten by school officials who interpret his action as a comment on the failing strength of the Japanese empire. In Two Dreams, Shirley Lim collects some stories previously published and adds a few new ones set in the United States. Most of the stories in her collection take place in Malaysia and are redolent with the sights, smells, and sounds of the tropics and peopled with Chinese Malays, rich and poor, those struggling for survival and others, like Mr. Tang, pampered by two households with two wives and two sets of children.

The newest Asian group to immigrate to the United States, Southeast Asians from Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, including the Hmong, are only just beginning to produce literature. Poet Barbara Tran has edited an anthology of Vietnamese American literature that is scheduled to be published by the Asian American Writer’s Workshop in New York, but as yet, no collection of short stories from this group has appeared. Arriving in the wake of the Vietnam War, most Southeast Asians have had first to master the English language, adapt to new customs, and attend to the demands of making a living before they can devote time and energy to writing stories.

In conclusion, the short story as a genre—a form that can be completed without a lengthy investment of time; that permits a narrow focus on one theme, character, or mood; and that is flexible and accessible in magazines as well as books—is thriving among Asian Pacific Americans. The stories of those who have immigrated as adults, like Gonzalez, Wang, Naqvi, Kim, and Lim, will naturally be focused on experiences from their countries of origin. For readers of English, such stories provide the pleasure of a window onto lives in Asian countries without the pain of having to master different Asian languages. The stories of American-born Asian Americans, on the other hand, which focus on the experience of Asians in the United States, offer the dominant reader insight into how this nation of immigrants has received immigrants from the East, often providing important lessons from history on what to avoid repeating. For Asian American readers, these stories preserve memory, provide models to emulate, give spiritual sustenance, and embody communal identity.

Amy Ling
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THE CHICANO-LATINO SHORT STORY

Chicano-Latino short story writers have been at the forefront of a cultural renaissance that has reshaped the landscape of late twentieth-century American fiction. To best understand this emergence of Chicano-Latino short fiction as an important part of American literature, it is necessary to see its source not in recent immigrant experiences alone but rather in historical plots that were formed as early as the first decades of the nineteenth century. In relation to history, the distinguishing feature of Chicano-Latino short fiction is its recurrent attempt to situate us in the aftermath of the historical scenario emerging from the settlement of the American West and Southwest. It takes its tonal key from the pathos of bitter defeat after the events of 1848 and the subsequent struggle to retain an ethnically homogeneous and culturally autonomous nationalist identity within an alien political sphere. In the writings of both men and women, this concern for political and social history structures and transforms aesthetics into social action.

There is no more apt place to begin to address the themes of identity and the forms of critique that Chicano-Latino fiction typically take than in the works of Américo Paredes (1915–1999). Scholar, folklorist, and creative writer, Paredes stands with Ernesto Galarza, Jovita Gonzalez, and George I. Sanchez as one of a handful of intellectuals who served as the originators of Chicano cultural studies. In the short story “The Gringo” (1952–53), from The Hammon and the Beans and Other Stories (1994), Paredes exemplifies the process of historical remembrance that is characteristic of his scholarship and his creative writings. “The Gringo” is a vignette of historical romance set in the opening days of the U.S.-Mexican War. Ygnacio, the titular “gringo,” is a fair-skinned, blue-eyed Texas Mexican boy caught in the midst of those events. His story is part of the narrative of nineteenth-century American national formation as Paredes situates us within the developing discourses of nation, region, and political allegiance. Having been wounded by real “gringos” in an ambush in the disputed borderlands between the United States and Mexico, his father and brothers killed while he is spared when mistaken for an Anglo because of his blue eyes and fair skin, “the Gringo” is nursed back to health by the daughter of one of his assailants. This minor firefight represents the first shots of resistance to the enactment of the grand design that John L. O’Sullivan termed Manifest Destiny in 1844 and signaled U.S. goals for a continental nation with hemispheric and global imperial ambitions.

When Ygnacio regains consciousness and attempts to talk, the American woman warns him not to speak, as she has already seen beyond his blue eyes and fair complexion to the truth of his ethnic identity. She understands fully that a lynching will follow if her father discovers the truth as well. Appropriately named Prudence, the woman tends Ygnacio’s wounds, teaches him some English, and even convinces her father that the boy is “white” and can perhaps be taught to be “a real Christian.” Paredes is clearly interested in the dynamics of American ethnophobia, as Ygnacio’s culture and language, not his skin color, are the sources of the Americans’ enmity. Like other minority intellectuals at mid-century, Paredes understood that racism is motivated at times by racial and ethnic phenotypes that are never absolutely clear and distinct. At other times it is based on sociocultural factors that try the boundary between what is acquired and what is essential in a person’s identity. On the border, racism was but a form of prejudice pitting one culture against another, differences of religion, class, language, and other cultural gestures being others. The indeterminacy of racist attitudes aside, however, Paredes shows that such distinctions are made and acted upon. Thus, at first hint that a romantic attachment between Prudence and Ygnacio might be forming, the Mexican “Gringo” quickly becomes in her father’s eyes just another “greaser,” fair skin or no. With Prudence’s help, Ygnacio manages to escape toward the Rio Grande into Mexico.

At the border on the Mexican side, in identifiably American attire, “the Gringo’s” identity is mistaken once again. This time, however, he is taken for an American. At issue now is the recognition by Mexican nationals of Ygnacio’s subtle transculturation as a Mexican American “gringo.” Through his contact with Americans, attenuated as it has been, Ygnacio is now different, no longer purely Mexican but something else. For Paredes, that this play of misperceptions occurs at the border between the two nations is crucial. Before the coming of the Americans, the Rio Grande was a unifying focus of regional life. Now it becomes a symbol of separation between what was and what is, dividing once homogeneous Mexican space into an overdetermined site of conflicting national and racial identities. In the representational space of the border, the complexity of dress style, speech gestures, cultural habits, and skin color overlap to construct a doubly ambiguous identity for this sign of contradiction, the Mexican Gringo.

At story’s end, helping set an ambush for a patrolling U.S. cavalry unit, Ygnacio is goaded by his suspicious comrades to prove his Mexican identity. When the American patrol stops short of the ambush, Ygnacio rides impetuously toward their position, hailing the Americans, attempting to lure them into the trap, only to be given away by his Spanish inflected, newly acquired English: “Thees way, boyss!” It is May 8, 1846, at Palo Alto, Texas, site of the first major encounter between American and Mexican armed forces during the U.S.-Mexican War. Ygnacio unsheathes his machete and charges an American cavalry officer who calmly awaits him with drawn pistol. The technology and symbolism of weaponry is significant. After 1838, when Samuel Colt produced his first revolvers, the balance of power shifted remarkably on the Great Plains away from mounted Mexican and Indian lancers toward rapid-firing Anglo gunmen. The man with a pistol in his hand, symbolic and real instrument of power, comes hereafter to dominate in the popular imagination as the active subject of history. Facing the weaponry of the new American technology of war armed only with the machete, “the Gringo” rides headlong into history as “the guns of Palo Alto went off inside his head.” In the last few moments of his life, Ygnacio dares to stand against the massively unstoppable force of American historical destiny. While only a minor skirmish, the action is a prelude to the seizure of the northern Mexican territories of the present American West and Southwest. In the various thematic strands combined at story’s end, Paredes articulates the grand disjunctures between the socio-spatial levels and social practices of race, nationalism, gender roles, and the developing implications of U.S. expansionism.

Paredes’s short story describes a paradigmatic situation. While the experience of military and cultural defeat is an aspect of the past, the sense of loss and of existing at the margins, “in between” two worlds resulting from that defeat remains very much part of the present. This mixture of bitter pathos and heroic struggle constitutes both the thematic integrity of the literature and its difference from writings describing other U.S. Latino, Asian American, Native American, and African American experiences. The struggle to retain vestiges of cultural autonomy in the midst of assimilation is the very substance of some of the classical instances of Chicano-Latino fiction.

Paredes’s short story collection offers one account of the lingering division of worlds in the Southwest. Such writers as Tomás Rivera in And the Earth Did Not Part (1971), Rolando Hinojosa in Estampas del Valle/The Valley (1973), and Jovita Gonzalez in Caballero (1996) also describe the historical period of the late-nineteenth to mid-twentieth century. Rivera’s stories are of special importance, however, because of their artistic qualities. They are taut in form and lean in language, their vocabulary and syntax rigorously controlled and held consciously within the cognitive sphere of the 1940s Chicano migrant farm worker. As in William Faulkner’s or Juan Rulfo’s best short fiction, Rivera’s language is not expository even while it documents the reality of a region’s daily life. The complex narrative of subjective impressions lacks chronological presentation, traditional compositional development, and linear plot progression. Instead of linear narrative, the fourteen stories of And the Earth Did Not Part follow a stream-of-consciousness thread relating the seasonal events of an allegorical year in the life of an unnamed child. The narrative voice is not even present as a protagonist but serves as a chronotopic point around which the collective subjective experiences of Rivera’s characters coalesce. Only in the very last piece of the collection, where we find a child reminiscing about the events that have formed the substance of the previous stories, do we begin to sense a coherent consciousness governing the narrative.

Why turn to narrative experimentation to represent the reality of mid-century farm laborers’ lives? Rivera’s implicit response is that unity, coherence, and causality associated with realistic plot lines and narrative modes may be inadequate for articulating the story of the fragmenting effects of modern and emerging postmodern life. Written at the height of the politicization of the Chicano labor struggles and the formation of the United Farm Workers union in the late 1960s, Rivera’s stories are charged with a political urgency to counteract the reality of economic exploitation and social injustice. The twelve core stories of Rivera’s collection function aesthetically and ideologically as memorials to and reconstitution of the forgotten history of the struggle for social justice.

Attempting to recover that lost history, the interior monologues of Rivera’s stories portray a community’s will to survive and flourish. In each of the stories, we see glimpses of a world of class and racial oppression: the death of a child, shot to death when he pauses from his work in a sunbaked field to steal a drink of water; a mother anxiously praying for her son who is fighting in Korea; another child’s first shocking encounter with abusive adult sexuality; an agoraphobic woman painfully venturing out into the marketplace; a truckload of migrant farm workers speeding northward through the midwestern night toward endless agricultural fields. Like Paredes’s stories, Rivera’s are socially symbolic acts of resistance, attempting to chronicle a community’s will to survive in the midst of wrenching social dislocation. Rivera does not offer stories so much of personal discovery as of collective redemption. Together, the writings of Paredes and Rivera serve as narrative sites of struggle for the privilege of representation, showing how a subaltern population might gain an autonomous identity in the realm of cultural production by writing its own history and establishing its own collective unity. This concern with nation building and the retention of cultural identity represents one more salient feature of Chicano short fiction.

Principal in the exploration of radically new forms of personal and communal identity has been a whole new generation of writers, born in the Cold War era and coming to maturity during the Vietnam War and the civil rights struggle. These include Alberto Ríos, Dagoberto Gilb, Sandra Cisneros, Helena Maria Viramontes, and Denise Chavez, to name just a few. In each of their story collections, Ríos’s The Iguana Killer: Twelve Stories of the Heart (1984), Gilb’s Winners on the Pass Line and Other Stories (1985), Cisneros’s Woman Hollering Creek (1991), Viramontes’s The Moths and Other Stories (1985), and Chavez’s The Last of the Menu Girls (1986), the predominant theme is a search for authenticity of social and gender identity in the midst of postmodern chaos. The salient form is a critique of the dominant forces of tradition that seek to bind while they define.

In each of these works we find characters seeking psychological coherence, rational congruence, and epistemological mediation in the course of decidedly fractured life events. And these personal, internal conflicts hint at four other kinds of conflict that are also at play in the complexity of identity of Chicana and Chicano fiction of the post–World War II era. The identity of the legal subject, sanctioned in its individuality by the state apparatus; the identity of the economic subject, reified into a singularly commodifiable object in the labor marketplace; the gendered subject and the racialized subject, constructed by both biological and sociocultural discursive forces, are additional versions of the problematic self vitally present in Chicano-Latino short fiction of the last decades of the century. Contemporary Chicano-Latino short fiction has thus been predominantly concerned with sorting out the intertwined complexities of identity in late twentieth-century society. This sorting out has included a difficult but necessary critique of traditional religious, political, sexual, and cultural mores. Like the writers of the earlier generation, this postmodern group also seeks to portray the struggle to resist being swallowed by the master social and cultural forms and narratives. Unlike some of the former group, however, Ríos, Cisneros, Viramontes, Gilb, and others like them include the restrictive practices of traditional Latino culture as part of their critique.

Alberto Ríos and Dagoberto Gilb exemplify the pattern of this recent fiction. Ríos’s young boy protagonists struggling toward a resilient manhood not tainted by restrictive codes of macho masculine conduct and Gilb’s hard-edged working class men and women gambling for an even break while yearning for coherence in their lives offer snapshots of life in the postmodern barrio on the borders of the new urban centers of Los Angeles, Phoenix, Tucson, El Paso, and Houston. In Ríos’s “The Iguana Killer,” for instance, an eight-year-old Mexican boy receives a baseball bat from his grandmother, who lives in the United States. Having never seen a baseball bat in his rural Mexican fishing village, the boy takes it to be a perfect weapon for hunting and killing iguanas for food. In the end, however, the boy lovingly transforms the weapon into a tool to create a beautiful tortoiseshell cradle for a neighbor’s newborn child. He shapes the violence implied by the club into a source of nurture. With the sensibility of a poet, Ríos here realistically depicts the nature of play and everyday life for a child who seeks to understand and express alternate ways of being masculine. Similarly, the conflicted winners and losers of Gilb’s “Winners on the Pass Line” are psychologically real types struggling to shape themselves. In parallel narratives, Ray Muñoz, a construction worker with whom fortune has played haphazardly in Houston, and Sylvia Molina, a lonely housewife from El Paso yearning for authenticity, cross paths at the gaming tables in Las Vegas. Each wants vaguely something other than what they have in their mundane lives. Brought together entirely by the chance throw of the dice, they find that each other’s presence helps them renew a sense of self beyond the mundane. In the process, they also win mutual recognition as lonely, desiring, and vital human beings, even if only momentarily on the pass line.

Interrogations of gender formation and elaborations of feminist positioning are evident from the beginning of the history of Chicano-Latino short fiction. However, the writers who come to prominence after 1975 in the post–Chicano movement and postnationalist era make the construction of gender and sexuality central features of their analysis. Like Cisneros’s heroines “hollering” their defiance against patriarchal constraint, Helena Maria Viramontes’s and Denise Chavez’s characters develop resistance strategies that work in the face of domination not just by the ruling class and dominant race but also by the stifling gender prejudices and sexual proscriptions of the Latino community itself. All the while continuing the critique of American economic and social structures that serve to diminish and control all waywardness of spirit, their analyses also pose crucial questions about constraints on female sexuality and the creation of gender inequalities within Mexican and Chicano culture.

Sandra Cisneros’s Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories (1991) offers an excellent opportunity to see how the concern for political and social history and the themes of identity and the forms of critique that Chicano fiction typically takes can be articulated with a critique of gender ideologies and traditional gender roles. In stories that address the changing nature of the Chicano-Latino community, Cisneros shows that the constraining manipulation of identity for purposes of control is sometimes effected not just by the alien outsider but also by one’s own loving family and life companions. In the title story of the collection, Cisneros examines how written and televised myths, romances, popular legends, and even conventional wisdom compel us to assume socially prescribed roles. She also shows what it might take to overcome the power of such interpellations. If the social order functions as a way of sustaining and reinforcing itself, and if through the social order human subjects are called into being as subjects, how can authentic resistance to that order be formulated? Are there means and occasions whereby individuals and groups in opposition are able to challenge effectively and perhaps even transform the hierarchical nature of the social order? Because people are called into being as citizen-subjects of racialized and gendered forms and must ineluctably act from within the order that structures them, the question for these Chicano-Latino writers becomes, then, how authentic insurgency might really arise and what guise it might take. These are the issues that Cisneros deals with throughout “Woman Hollering Creek.” In particular, Cisneros shows how tales of Chicano-Latino male dominance and female submission might still be transformed into stories about strong women who, in solidarity with one another, might reconfigure the sorrowful laments of other weeping women into battle cries of resistance.

Viramontes too, in the title story to The Moths and Other Stories, seeks to know whether there are means and occasions generated within the prevailing mores and patterns of contemporary society whereby individuals and groups in opposition to those prevailing patterns might be able to challenge effectively and perhaps even transform the seemingly natural social order. The difficulty of finding those means and occasions are compounded for Viramontes, as for Cisneros, by the fact that the limitations her female protagonists feel so acutely are forced upon them by their own families and their own culture. At the same time, variations on the customs of traditional culture do offer a residual possibility of hope. In “The Moths,” the adolescent protagonist mourns the death of her grandmother, the only person who has understood her, and longs for the comfort and feeling of safety associated with the grandmother. Unlike the cold emptiness created by church ceremonies or the overt indoctrination to the role of woman pushed upon her by her father, mother, and sisters, her grandmother provided a sanctuary for her difference as a rebellious tomboy. Now, with the grandmother’s death, the young girl experiences a reconciliation of the conflicts occasioned by generational, gender, and sexual constrictions. Confronting the harsh reality of the physical corruption of a diseased body, the mourning young girl finds rebirth for the grandmother and herself by ritually bathing and cleansing the body, rocking it gently like a baby, and weeping over it as symbolic moths emerge from the grandmother’s mouth. The protagonist’s acceptance of death is thus linked in this final poetic image with the acceptance of other forms of difference.

When read in their historical context, the stories written by both pre—and post—World War II authors emphasize that the space we inhabit and the time within which we write are not marginal matters in relation to the question of political change. Rather, they are the very terms through which the issue of social marginality might best be understood. The collective histories spoken by the characters of Chicano-Latino authors are like morality tales that pluralize the meaning of American political and social life, that violate the taboos erected by uncritical classist, racist, and sexist ruling orders, that politicize the word and proclaim its transforming potential. The promise of that potential transformation is for the disruption of too easy answers to the question: who is an American? In answering that question, Américo Paredes, Tomás Rivera, Sandra Cisneros, Maria Helena Viramontes, Alberto Ríos, Dagoberto Gilb, and many other Chicano-Latino writers participate in the ongoing revision of the history of North American short narrative fiction.

Ramón Saldívar
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THE ECOLOGICAL SHORT STORY

Ecology has become a fashionable word in recent times, its scientific meaning—the study of the interrelationships between organisms and their environment—suggesting important new ways of approaching literature, including the short story. The term ecocriticism refers to a critical perspective that pays close attention to the relationship between literature and the natural world. Traditional literary criticism, powerfully influenced by a pastoral tradition more than two thousand years old, generally regards the natural world as simple and subservient to a complex human culture. The usual assumption of literary criticism is that the only really interesting and significant relationships are those between human beings. “These stories have trees in them,” wrote an editor in rejecting the manuscript of Norman Maclean’s A River Runs Though It. An ecocritical approach to literature takes nature as seriously as traditional criticism takes society or culture.

Another way of saying this is that ecocriticism assumes a perspective of scientific awareness, changing our way of thinking, as W. H. Auden describes it, so that the nonhuman universe becomes even more mysterious to us than our own. Ernst Haeckel, who coined the word ecology in 1866, was a biologist and a follower of Darwin. The work of nature writers, many of whom were trained in sciences like biology and anthropology, has been instrumental in raising the general level of ecological awareness and understanding in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Although they are not primarily story writers themselves, naturalists like Henry David Thoreau, John Muir, Loren Eiseley, Edward O. Wilson, Ann Zwinger, and many others have given us work rich in narratives that link their scientific understanding to shared human experience. In short, literature is about interrelationships, and ecological awareness expands our sense of interrelationships to encompass nonhuman as well as human contexts. Not only is the nonhuman universe more mysterious than our own, as Auden says, but it is also inseparably a part of our own, and its mysteries increasingly challenge our artists and writers.

A growing awareness of the nonhuman has been pressed upon us by such ominous threats as pollution of the earth’s air, ground, and water, as well as runaway population growth, global climate changes, desertification, the destruction of remaining native forests, and the rapid extinction of plant and animal species. These concerns—quite literally vital matters—have become part of the underlying assumptions of our lives, part of the ecology of being human. Thus it is not surprising to find ecological themes and ideas appearing increasingly in the short fiction of the twentieth century.

This ecological presence may be found most often clustered around three central ideas: a sense of a degraded environment, a sharpened awareness of geographic place, and an examination of animal lives. Underlying these three topics is not only a general acknowledgment of the legitimacy of what modern science has told us, but also a correlative resistance to it, a questioning of the nature of nature, as is suggested by portrayals of ecological unease in R. H. W. Dillard’s “The Bog,” from his collection Omniphobia, and in the title story of J. F. Powers’s Look How the Fish Live.

THE BLIGHTED ENVIRONMENT

One can find early visions of the rape of the fair country and other manifestations of the poisoned earth in the English and American romantics, among them Wordsworth, Thoreau, and Melville, and continuing in the unsettling depictions of machine civilization in American writers such as Sherwood Anderson, Willa Cather, the Southern Agrarians, and John Steinbeck. As Leo Marx has made clear, the threatening machine in the pastoral garden serves as a representative emblem for much postromantic American fiction. What is apparent now is how powerfully the sense of a degraded natural world has grown in the latter half of the twentieth century. During the Cold War, popular novels such as Nevil Shute’s On the Beach and films such as Dr. Strangelove thrust before the public the real possibility of worldwide nuclear destruction. Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring and Paul Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb brought corresponding biological imperatives into common consciousness, and thus inevitably into artistic expression.

The field of science fiction, or futuristic fiction, offers the largest number of stories dealing with environmental destruction. Stephen Vincent Benét may have originated the surge of postcatastrophe short fiction with his fine story “By the Waters of Babylon,” published in 1932 in his collection Thirteen O’ Clock. In this story, a civilization that perhaps consumed itself in its own technology was destroyed by fire from the sky and a poisonous mist. More recent typical examples may be found in the work of such science fiction writers as Isaac Asimov, Ursula Le Guin, Kate Wilhelm, Robert Silverberg, and Kurt Vonnegut (especially the title story in Welcome to the Monkey House). Silverberg’s anthology The Infinite Web reveals an array of eco-science fiction possibilities, from the futuristic formula-western of Arthur C. Clarke’s “The Deep Range” (sea-ranching on plankton farms, and whale herds cowboyed by friendly porpoises) to Silverberg’s “The Wind and the Rain,” wherein the work of repairing the earthly ravages of “the ancients” (that is, us) has begun.

Other story writers approach the blighted environment realistically, or, in some cases, through a kind of magical realism. The latter category describes such stories as Barry Lopez’s “Benjamin Claire, North Dakota Tradesman, Writes the President of the United States,” in which a man levitates a warship to protest the nation’s ruinous environmental policies; and Neal Morgan’s “Joe Willie’s Problem,” wherein the title character’s mere presence is sufficient to destroy machinery. A memorable example of realism twisting into a nightmarish Armageddon is Rick DeMarinis’s “Weeds,” in his Under the Wheat, in which indiscriminate aerial spraying of weed killer on the narrator’s family farm kills or sickens people and animals. Eventually, the environmental poisoning is linked to human figures, including a ragged and filthy tramp who carries seeds that, when sown, produce a crop of obliterating weeds resistant to all control. As the story ends, the ripe pods of the weeds split and spill their destructive seeds into the wind and across the land, an ominous metaphor for the consequences of a heedless assault against nature.

T. Coraghessan Boyle’s “Top of the Food Chain” (Harper’s, April 1993) details another string of unanticipated outrages in the chemical warfare game, this time in third-world Borneo. The story unrolls as the direct testimony of a chemical industry spokesman before a Senate investigating committee. His monologue, a triumph of industry evasion and excuses, would be comical if its record of destruction were not so appalling, a version of Silent Spring in fast-forward. Other noteworthy stories of environmental degradation include Joanne Greenberg’s “The Supremacy of the Hunza,” William Eastlake’s “The Death of the Sun,” Julie Hayden’s “In the Words of,” Ron Tanner’s “Garbage,” Rudolfo Anaya’s “Devil Deer,” and Thom Jones’s “I Want to Live!” Jones has said that his story is based on the death of his mother-in-law from cancer and on the daily wash of bad news about the carcinogens that surround us—a remark that reveals clearly how environmental conditions may serve as fictional genesis.

THE IMPORTANCE OF PLACE

As human beings, we are creatures for whom geography, territory, the ecology of place, has been basic to our evolutionary development. Nowadays, when much of the American population is casually migratory, and a change of place involves little more than plugging the old appliances into different outlets and learning the way to the nearest shopping center, place may seem less important. But to geographers, phenomenologists, anthropologists, and many of our thinkers and writers, a sense of where one is, a conscious appropriation of a piece of the earth, is important to the fullness of our lives.

Great American short fiction, from Washington Irving’s Hudson River Valley tales to the present, has always been deeply imbued with a distinctive sense of the American land. In recent decades Wallace Stegner, Gary Snyder, and Wendell Berry stand out as eloquent and perceptive advocates of knowing one’s geographic place. Stegner’s entire record as a writer has been a testament to the shaping power of the western landscape. Snyder believes that we in North America have yet to discover where we are, that we live on the land like an army of foreign occupation, and he has given over his life and work to accomplishing a true inhabitation. Berry too has spent a lifetime understanding the patch of Kentucky geography that is his blood’s country, as is seen in a story like “The Boundary,” in his The Wild Birds, in which the knowledge that comes from living, working, enjoying, and suffering on a particular piece of the earth, in all seasons and over a long time, is memorably rendered.

Place-centered stories may be defined as stories in which place becomes, in effect, the central character, a supportive or adversarial presence. For the first half of this century, mention should be made of the Mojave Desert narratives of Mary Austin’s The Land of Little Rain; the Mesa Verde cliff dwellings of Willa Cather’s “Tom Outland’s Story” in The Professor’s House; and H. L. Davis’s Northwest end of the road, “The Homestead Orchard,” in his Team Bells Woke Me. Further examples include Walter Van Tilburg Clark’s story of the timeless circle of life, “The Indian Well,” in his The Watchful Gods; Eudora Welty’s title story in A Curtain of Green; and John Steinbeck’s “Flight,” in his The Long Valley, wherein a boy’s doomed attempt to flee from a murder he has committed is figured in the increasingly arid and alien country through which he passes. More recently, the shadowy but compelling forest of Flannery O’Connor’s “A View of the Woods,” in her Everything That Rises Must Converge, serves as an emblem of the powerful presence of the unique and the ungovernable in life. One also notes the profound presence of the Montana mountains and streams of Norman Maclean’s A River Runs Through It, the careful integration of setting and life in the Southwest Indian reservation of Leslie Silko’s “Lullaby” (Storyteller), and the Anasazi country of Russell Martin’s “Cliff Dwellers” in his Writers of the Purple Sage. All of these ecologically conscious stories return us to a world that encloses and antedates our culture and social presence, and that powerfully evokes the wisdom of such places and the human need to reconnect with them.

The encounters with place are not always beneficent, however. Depicting the modern Americans’ alienation from place, Baine Kerr dramatizes an urbanite’s unsettling confrontation with a primal landscape in “Rider.” Edward Allen, in “River of Toys,” seems to find, in urban creeks lined with trash and asphalt parking lots, places all his own, because no one else wants them. In John Edgar Wideman’s “what he saw,” from his all stories are true, a black American narrator ponders racial and cultural connection to what might be his own ancestral hellish home place as he and a group of journalists tour a violence-ravaged South African squatter camp. Here, as well as elsewhere, environmental degradation falls most heavily upon the poor and the powerless.

ANIMAL LIVES

A shape that increasingly haunts the writer’s imagination is the animal. As Paul Shepard writes, “This creative perception of animals is still in us, a perennial satisfaction and pleasure, one of the oldest human vocations.” In American short fiction, John Muir’s incomparable “Stickeen” and Jack London’s dog stories, written around the turn of the nineteenth century, marked the beginnings of a large popular readership for stories in which animal lives seemed to challenge traditional humanistic assumptions of otherness. Such stories offer a much deeper and more thoughtful penetration into the animal mind and spirit. Fascination with animal presences continues to emerge in American short fiction in the first half of the twentieth century in such classics as the title story from Sherwood Anderson’s Death in the Woods, William Faulkner’s “The Bear,” and Vardis Fisher’s “The Scarecrow.”

Some memorable contemporary animal-centered stories are Peter Matthiessen’s “The Wolves of Aquila,” from his The River Styx and Other Stories; the title story of William Kittredge’s We Are Not in This Together; Barry Lopez’s Lessons from the Wolverine; and Rick Bass’s “The Myth of Bears” in his The Sky, the Stars, the Wilderness. Bass prefaces his Alaska story of a man and his wife, both more animal-like than human, with a passage from Alaskan poet and former trapper John Haines, who questions whether we can ever fully know the animal mind, saying that “the life of the animal remains other and beyond, never completely yielding all that it is.”

Animal subjects are not limited to the wild. Urbanites and suburbanites ponder their relationships to the lives of various animals in fine stories like John Updike’s “The Man Who Loved Extinct Mammals,” M. Pabst Battin’s “Terminal Procedure,” Wright Morris’s “Fellow-Creatures,” Maxine Kumin’s “The Match,” and Frederick Busch’s “One More Wave of Fear.” Scott Bradfield’s “The Parakeet and the Cat,” like Bernard Malamud’s “The Jewbird,” revives the animal fable, as do several stories that center on a growing awareness of the possibilities of animal-human communication, such as Joyce Renwick’s “The Dolphin Story,” Ursula Le Guin’s fictions in her Buffalo Gals and Other Animal Presences, and John Randolph’s tour de force, “The Dolphin Papers.” In all of these stories, animal presences do more than meet a part of a writer’s responsibility, which, as Camus and Matthiessen remind us, is to speak for those who cannot speak for themselves. They foster an enlightened awareness, taking us to the antecedents and borders of our species and involving readers in the ecological fascination with such edges.

A more extensive ecocritical reading of a classic short story might be instructive at this point. Ernest Hemingway’s works reveal a deep interest in ethology, one that, if closely attended to, can revivify some characteristic interpretations. For example, his “The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber” is commonly read as a story about what constitutes manliness. But it speaks to a new generation of readers with new meanings. To begin with, it seems impossible to read the story today without thinking of the decimation of African wildlife. With that in mind, one notes that the human interactions in the story—characterized by pettiness, jealousy, cruelty, fear, and bravado—are mutedly set against the purity and nobility of the hunted animals. “What is this joy? That no animal / falters, but knows what it must do,” as Denise Levertov’s poem expresses it. Hemingway twice takes us into the mind of the wounded lion to reveal this absolute guilelessness and purity of purpose. After the first such revelation, the next sentence tells us that Macomber gave no thought to how the lion felt, but the more aware Wilson later reminds his client of the animal’s suffering. The following pages develop the byplay between Macomber’s selfish ignorance and Wilson’s awareness, though they convey also that any level of human awareness is unmatched by the inenarrable purposefulness of the lion, who knows only its suffering and what it must do. Wilson, who understands something of the wounded animal’s feelings, says only “‘Hell of a fine lion,’” a characteristic Hemingway retreat from language, down below the word-surface, where the real meanings are.

Current-day environmental concerns were not unanticipated by Hemingway, and even the most admirable of his hunters are party to the destruction of that which they most love. In “The Short Happy Life” the characters emerge in a kind of circle of moral awareness and responsibility that includes even the hunted, and that, once noticed, enriches the story for today’s reader. That same reader would find a contrasting response to a contemporary Africa in naturalist Terry Tempest Williams’s story “In the Country of Grasses,” from her An Unspoken Hunger. Williams’s narrator travels in lion country, but listens to the Maasai guides and elders instead of a white hunter and his clients, watches rather than shoots, and finds strength in a handful of grass.

If the twenty-first century becomes, as it is being called, the century of the environment, then the questions and issues raised in the works surveyed here can be expected to occupy our writers increasingly in the territory ahead.

Glen A. Love
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LESBIAN AND GAY SHORT STORIES

The Stonewall riots of 1969 radically transformed the conditions under which lesbian and gay writers wrote. Precipitated by what began as a “routine” police raid on the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in Greenwich Village frequented by Puerto Ricans and African Americans, many of whom were drag queens, the riots radicalized lesbians and gays by demonstrating the importance of openly resisting the homophobia of American society. In the wake of the riots, lesbians and gays were significantly less willing to treat their sexuality as a shameful secret and aggressively asserted their right to participate in the lesbian and gay subcultures without fear of reprisal.

With the opening up of the closet, new forms of lesbian and gay literary expression emerged. Writers who openly explored lesbian and gay themes no longer faced ostracism by critics. In the 1950s, when writers with established reputations such as Gore Vidal and James Baldwin had published novels that centered on gay experience, they were accused of squandering their literary talent. The opening up of the closet also created a new type of reader who was eager for fiction that explored lesbian and gay life from an antihomophobic perspective. This reader sustained the publication of new lesbian and gay magazines such as Christopher Street and On Our Backs, which were radically different from lesbian and gay magazines published before Stonewall. Publishing short fiction written by and for lesbians and gays, these magazines actively promoted the controversial ethics of pleasure pioneered by the gay liberation movement, but they were not pornographic. More important, the political mobilization of lesbians and gays enabled writers to imagine alternative forms of lesbian and gay life. Before Stonewall, fictions such as Vidal’s The City and the Pillar (1948) and Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room (1956) usually ended tragically with the hero or heroine committing suicide or abandoning the lesbian or gay subculture. Written primarily for heterosexuals, this fiction was a poorly disguised plea for tolerance.

This is not to disparage the literary achievements of pre-Stonewall writers. Perhaps the most significant of these writers was Tennessee Williams, whose collections of short stories One Arm (1948) and Hard Candy (1954) were remarkably bold and unapologetic in their treatment of homosexuality. Williams’s skillful manipulation of point of view in such stories as “Hard Candy” worked to expose the hypocrisy of the social and literary conventions that required writers to approach homosexuality discreetly so as to avoid offending heterosexual readers. The recovery and reevaluation of the fiction of pre-Stonewall writers like Williams has been a central project of lesbian and gay studies, and a canon of lesbian and gay short story writers has begun to take shape, as evidenced by the anthologies of Edmund White and David Leavitt, which include many of the same writers. In addition to Tennessee Williams, this canon also includes writers who did not identify themselves as lesbian or gay, indeed who might not have known that such terms existed or, if they did, might have strenuously objected to having them ascribed to their sexuality. Such stories as Henry James’s “The Beast in the Jungle” (1903) and Willa Cather’s “Paul’s Case” (1905) now appear regularly on the syllabuses of courses in lesbian and gay literature.

Locating James and Cather in a tradition of lesbian and gay writers promises to complicate our understanding not only of their work but also of American literary history. It raises an issue of definition or labeling not faced by scholars of African American literature or the literatures of other minoritized groups. How does the critic justify labeling writers such as James and Cather with the recently invented categories lesbian and gay? After all, James and Cather belonged to a society and culture that were radically different from the ones to which post-Stonewall writers belong. Because of the stigma attached to homosexuality, pre-Stonewall writers, especially those writing in the early part of the twentieth century, were forced to translate their experience into heterosexual terms or to encode it in ways that rendered it ambiguous. Even Tennessee Williams was considerably less explicit about homosexuality in his plays, which had a larger audience than his short stories. Thus, recovering the homosexual meaning of the work of earlier writers often entails reading autobiographically or between the lines, strategies fraught with peril. To avoid distorting their work, it is important to resist the temptation to approach pre-Stonewall writers from a post-Stonewall perspective.

But even if scholars are careful to distinguish between pre-and post-Stonewall writers and to take into account the shifting construction of homosexuality, which makes the project of identifying a continuous lesbian and gay literary tradition a vexing one, there are other issues that need to be addressed. A key issue is how to define lesbian and gay short stories—as stories written by lesbian and gay writers specifically for lesbian and gay readers; or stories written by lesbian and gay writers, including ones that do not address lesbian and gay themes; or stories with lesbian and gay themes, even ones written by heterosexuals.

For historical reasons, it makes sense to consider only stories written by and for lesbians and gays. Storytelling has played a crucial role in what is arguably the most significant development in post-Stonewall lesbian and gay life, the emergence of an imagined community to which the mass of lesbians and gays feel politically and culturally attached. In the wake of the Stonewall riots, telling family, friends, and colleagues the story of how one came to recognize that one is lesbian or gay operated as a powerful political act, shifting the authority to define homosexuality from the dominant culture to lesbians and gays themselves. A variation of the coming-of-age story, the coming-out story transforms homosexuality from a shameful secret that one should keep hidden into an integral part, or property, of one’s selfhood. A classic example is Edmund White’s autobiographical novel A Boy’s Own Story (1982), in which the narrator describes coming of age as a homosexual in the Midwest of the 1950s. Lesbians and gays emerge from such stories as bearers of rights who should be allowed to participate in the nation’s political and cultural life without having to make their homosexuality invisible. For this reason, the public avowal of homosexuality in the form of a coming-out story is wholly consistent with the liberal individualism underpinning American national identity, which may explain why it has been so successful in mobilizing support for gay rights among heterosexuals. But even more important, this form of storytelling has been crucial to promoting a sense of community among lesbians and gays. It allows the storyteller not only to locate his or her personal history in a larger collective history but also to impart valuable knowledge to the listener about how to negotiate the homophobic structure of American society.

Lesbian and gay short stories have performed similar political and cultural work, not only contributing to the project of eroding the cultural authority of homophobic narratives of homosexuality but also enabling readers to imagine that they are deeply connected to other lesbians and gays through a shared experience. Not surprisingly, one of the most common and enduring themes of lesbian and gay short stories has been the difficult passage from homosexual desire to a lesbian or gay identity. It is central to the stories of such important writers as Lev Raphael and Jane Rule. But the ability of the short stories to perform this work has been contingent upon the sexual identity of their writers. Regardless of their content, stories written by heterosexual writers such as A. M. Homes and Ann Beattie have been unable to create the same sense of community among lesbians and gays as those written by lesbian and gay writers. This does not mean that heterosexual writers are incapable of creating believable lesbian and gay characters or of writing compellingly about lesbian and gay life. But their relation to the dominant culture is different from that of lesbian and gay writers, and thus they cannot write about lesbians and gays with the same cultural authority.

Despite their desire to transform the reader’s sense of identity, lesbian and gay writers have tended to avoid engaging in technical experimentation, although this is less true of lesbian writers such as Michelle Cliff and Kathy Acker than of gay writers such as Edmund White and David Leavitt. Despite their explicit treatment of homosexuality, lesbian and gay short stories are fairly traditional in their structure and style. For example, the stories of White and Leavitt, two of the best-known gay writers, all have a beginning, middle, and end; maintain a consistent point of view; are realistic; focus on a protagonist who must overcome a set of obstacles; and are organized teleologically. Lesbian and gay writers have also tended to share one of the central goals of the gay rights movement, that of making available to lesbians and gays a form of selfhood usually reserved in American society for white, middle-class, heterosexual men (although again this is less true of lesbian writers). Many lesbian and gay stories center on a protagonist who struggles to achieve a coherent, fully integrated sense of self, an achievement made difficult by his or her homosexuality. Thus in Lev Raphael’s classic coming-out stories “Another Life” and “Welcome to Beth Homo,” the protagonists are initially unable to come to terms with their homosexuality because of their orthodox Jewish backgrounds, but they ultimately learn how. It is precisely because their formal properties are so conventional that lesbian and gay short stories have been able to fulfill the storytelling needs of lesbians and gays. For those properties render the stories accessible to their lesbian and gay readers, which in turn ensures that they help those readers to make sense of their own experience.

Despite their many similarities, however, there are significant differences between lesbian and gay short stories that linking them obscures. The storytelling needs of lesbians and gays have not always coincided. Indeed, stories by feminist writers such as Tillie Olsen, Margaret Atwood, and Alice Walker that center on women’s struggle to overcome patriarchal oppression have been as important to lesbians as stories about coming out. Because they are women, lesbians have faced greater obstacles in creating a distinct subcultural identity than have gays. Until recently, their economic opportunities have been considerably more circumscribed than those of gays. Consequently, they have lacked the financial resources necessary for sustaining a subculture centered on their political and sexual needs. Their attempts to fulfill those needs have also been hampered by an oppressive sexual ideology that places women in a passive position in relation to desire, if it even acknowledges that they have desire. From the perspective of this ideology, sex between women, indeed any sex that does not involve penile penetration, is all but inconceivable. In light of these obstacles, it is hardly surprising that the women’s movement has had as profound an influence on lesbians as the Stonewall riots. Indeed, in the wake of the riots, lesbians vigorously debated whether their needs and interests were better served by feminism or by gay liberation.

The influence of feminism on the lesbian subculture accounts for what is perhaps the most significant difference between lesbian and gay writers. Gay writers have tended to generalize the experience of white, middle-class, urban gays. They have treated other forms of gay culture (working-class, Latino, African American, rural) as marginal, if they have even acknowledged their existence. By contrast, lesbian writers have tended to explore a wider range of experience. Their short stories usually center on characters that must overcome multiple forms of oppression. The autobiographical stories in Dorothy Allison’s Trash (1988), which received the prestigious Lambda Literary Award for Lesbian Fiction, exemplify the differences between lesbian and gay writers. An unidentified narrator reconstructs her traumatic experiences growing up poor and lesbian in rural South Carolina. She must struggle not only with being “white trash,” but also with a misogynistic stepfather who physically abuses her. Deeply influenced by feminism, the stories avoid reducing the narrator’s experiences to a single form of oppression, whether homophobia, sexism, or classism. Consequently, they are able to shed considerable light on the tangled relations among class, gender, and sexuality in American society.

The differences between lesbian and gay short stories can also be traced to the AIDS epidemic. The most serious crisis facing gays since the McCarthyite purges of the 1950s, when thousands lost their jobs because homosexuality was thought to threaten national security, AIDS has undermined many of the social and political gains made by gays since Stonewall. As potential carriers of HIV, the virus that causes AIDS, gays have reemerged as the “enemy within”: they supposedly threaten to contaminate the nation as a whole. The lesions caused by Kaposi’s sarcoma and the gaunt physical appearance that, thanks to the dominant media’s sensationalistic coverage of the epidemic, have become telltale signs of HIV infection are thought to inscribe gay identity directly on the body. These symptoms have emerged as signs of gay men’s inner corruption, bodily evidence of their “perverted” sexuality. In other words, the epidemic has reversed one of the gay rights movement’s most important achievements, the medical profession’s declassification of homosexuality as a disease.

Some of the most significant stories about AIDS deal with this aspect of the epidemic, tracing the transformation of the gay male body from a site of pleasure and desire into one of danger and disease. In Andrew Holleran’s “Sunday Morning: Key West,” AIDS has displaced sexuality as the basis of gay identity. The protagonist Roger returns after several years to Key West, the site where in his late teens he had his first sexual encounters. But the beaches have lost their erotic allure, and he spends most of his vacation looking through his friend Lee’s old scrapbooks of Fire Island and reminiscing with him about the friends and lovers they have lost to AIDS. “The Times as It Knows Us,” one of the stories in Allen Barnett’s The Body and Its Dangers (1990), an important collection of stories about AIDS, explores the tensions the epidemic causes in a group of gays who have made a tradition of spending weekends together at Fire Island. The men who are still healthy unconsciously resent those who are not because they remind them of the profound changes that have occurred in the resort community’s culture of cruising, changes that prevent them from experiencing their sexuality without guilt or anxiety.

Some writers have taken a different approach to the epidemic, minimizing its impact on gay sexual practices and emphasizing instead the cultural and affectional ties that have been essential to combating the epidemic. In the title story of David Leavitt’s acclaimed collection A Place I’ve Never Been (1990), the self-centered Nathan does not adequately appreciate the heterosexual narrator Celia, his closest friend since college. He is so consumed by his anxieties about AIDS that he fails to notice her own loneliness and frustration. The growing lack of connection between these two friends, who once shared the most intimate details of their lives, seems both regrettable and unnecessary. For it is a sign that they have allowed their different needs and desires to come between them. In Rebecca Brown’s deeply moving “A Good Man,” one of the few stories about AIDS written by a lesbian, the normally taciturn lesbian narrator struggles to put into words her love and admiration for Jim, a friend who helped her to come out and who is dying from AIDS. Unlike her, Jim is an accomplished storyteller who entertains his friends with campy stories about everything from old Hollywood movies to his increasingly lengthy stays in the hospital. When he eventually dies, he seems to bequeath to the narrator his gift for narrative. By memorializing her dead friend’s storytelling, the newly eloquent narrator testifies to the importance of camp as a narrative mode.

In addition to the AIDS crisis, another recurrent theme in lesbian and gay short stories has been the intersection of homosexuality with race and ethnicity. Stories concerning the divided loyalties and conflicting demands experienced by lesbians and gays of color have reinforced the need for lesbians and gays to develop an understanding of identity that is more complex than the one embedded in the coming-out story. Lesbians of color have made the most important contributions here. In such groundbreaking books of feminist theory as This Bridge Called My Back (1981), writers such as Gloria Anzaldúa, Audre Lorde, and Cherrie Moraga have insisted on the multiplicity of all identities. The characters in their stories feel as out of place in the lesbian subculture as in their own racial or ethnic communities. In Lorde’s autobiographical story “Tar Beach,” for example, the narrator Audre recalls in lyric detail her passionate affair with an older black woman. The intensity of the women’s passion for each other reflects their ability to share the psychological costs of having to struggle constantly against racism. Audre’s previous lovers, who were all white, accused her of exaggerating the problem of racism in the lesbian subculture. By treating the goal of achieving a fully integrated self as not only impossible but also undesirable, stories like Lorde’s expose the limitations of both the women’s and the gay liberation movements. Neither movement has adequately considered the importance of race and ethnicity as determinants of identity; both have generalized the experiences of middle-class whites. Thus stories by lesbians of color have enabled their readers to imagine that they are part of a more expansive community than the one projected by the coming-out story. Their short stories have underscored the need for minoritized groups in general to develop forms of solidarity not patterned on kinship structures or grounded in monolithic, homogeneous communities, forms of solidarity that inevitably lead to the exclusion of people who are or seem different.

The desire to complicate the humanistic conception of selfhood affirmed by the coming-out story underlies another significant difference between lesbian and gay writers. Lesbian writers have been more willing than have gay writers to experiment with structure, point of view, and style. Lorde’s autobiographical stories blur the distinction between fiction and nonfiction, creating a hybrid form she called “biomythography.” Cherrie Moraga’s story “La Offrenda” interweaves prose and poetry, some of which is written in Spanish. Michelle Cliff’s dreamlike “Screen Memory” alternates scenes of the protagonist’s childhood in the Caribbean with a strict but caring grandmother with scenes of her struggles as a black actress in a racist Hollywood. Kathy Acker’s “The Language of the Body” also eschews linear narrative: the unidentified narrator shifts from a disjointed account of her marriage to a “journal” in which she records her experiences masturbating to her fantasies about attending a drag ball dressed as Patti Page. These formal strategies seem intended to unsettle the reader’s sense of identity: they place him or her in a position similar to the one occupied by the characters. The characters’ experience is so fragmented that it prevents them from achieving a coherent, stable identity. Thus, the technical experimentation in which lesbian writers have engaged moves lesbian and gay storytelling significantly beyond its original function of affirming a unitary lesbian and gay identity. In complicating the coming-out story, lesbian writers have reinforced the need for lesbians and gays to develop complex understandings of identity as multiple and never fully achieved. It is precisely because lesbian and gay short stories address such issues of identity and identification that they are so important.

Robert J. Corber
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THE NATIVE AMERICAN SHORT STORY

Throughout the twentieth century, the voices of Native Americans have provided an essential American “Other” by which white America’s image becomes defined. From the early years of the century, when Indians were still portrayed as ignorant savages, cordoned off in reservations and destined to cultural and physical death by assimilation, up to the late twentieth century, when New Age pilgrims sought out Natives for romantic ecological insights, white Americans long believed that whatever “We” are, the Indian was always something “Other.” This popular essentialization has sparked both interest and lack of interest in Native peoples and cultures. In this cultural context, Native American short fiction writers have emerged as significant literary figures who have, over the century, assumed their own innovative positions as storytellers and witnesses for their people.

Early twentieth-century writers such as Gertrude Bonnin and D’Arcy McNickle, influenced by realism, naturalism, and regionalism, created works in keeping with non-Native literary expectations while chipping away at stereotypical images of Indians. After a dry spell of the 1930s and 1940s, the Native American Renaissance propelled Native writers into a wide reading audience composed of Native and non-Native readers. When their voices were finally heard, some were angry, some were confused, some were nostalgic, and some were the voices of dreamers. As the twentieth century closed, Native writers had positioned themselves in the forefront of American writers because their visions unveil a world that is unified as a reality composed of mythic verities, spiritual mystery, and human sensibility. Much of this work is grounded in the experiences of Native communities. The stories grow out of place and the writer’s ties to an animate, powerful landscape that includes human, animal, and spiritual presences. As contemporary writers such as N. Scott Momaday, Leslie Silko, Gerald Vizenor, Louise Erdrich, Simon Ortiz, Sherman Alexie, Thomas King, and others seek identity, connection, continuance, survival, and autonomy, they create stories that draw from the oral tradition, from the Native communities they know, from a historical vision, and from their understanding of Western literature.

During the first quarter of the century, many literary magazines were aggressively pursuing regionalist stories. Harper’s, Atlantic Monthly, Century, and Saturday Review of Literature, to name but a few, wanted to counter European influences with authentic American fiction. The search for community amid a growing impersonal society, the belief in the importance of the land as the country urbanized, and an idealization of the uniqueness of American life formed the ground of many popular literary assumptions. Some of this popular interest manifested itself in the movement toward preservation of wilderness and the creation of national parks. At the same time, many early modernists were exploring the connections between the primitive and the modern. Together these trends created an audience for Native American short stories.

During the late nineteenth century, Indian schools and mission schools had begun to produce literate graduates who could write poetry and fiction. One of the most popular writers of the time was Charles Eastman (1858–1939). Raised in a traditional Santee Sioux environment, Eastman graduated from Boston University in 1890 to become one of the first Native American physicians. He was also the author of nine books and numerous articles, a popular speaker, and a noted progressive champion of Native peoples. Eastman published two books of short stories, Red Hunters and the Animal People (1904) and Old Indian Days (1907), and one book of fictionalized Sioux folktales, Wigwam Evenings (1909). Influenced by the popularity of Indian stories aimed at a juvenile market, Eastman wrote Red Hunters and the Animal People. This book of animal stories aimed at children presented clear-cut morals reflecting the virtues of a good hunter. Because Eastman, like other Native writers of the day, Luther Standing Bear and Pauline Johnson for instance, was writing for non-Native audiences, he presented Native men and women as conforming to some aspects of popular stereotypes, especially the virtuous and courageous characters of his adult fiction, such as Old Indian Days. The brave warriors and modest girls served as models for young readers partly because of their closeness to the natural world. Within this framework, Eastman and others tried to broaden public good will toward Native peoples by representing Indians as honorable people, with intelligence, humanity, and virtue. As such, they were entitled to the reader’s respect and help and not to be subjected to brutalities like the Wounded Knee Massacre and the confiscation of the Black Hills.

During the first two decades of this century, E. Pauline Johnson (1861–1913) was well known throughout Canada, Great Britain, and the United States. Born on the Six Nations Reserve in Ontario, she was noted as a poet and short story writer, but her real celebrity came as the result of her extensive stage performances of her own work. Many of her short stories published in Boys World and Mother’s Magazine, such as “Red Girl’s Reasoning” and “As It Was in the Beginning,” portrayed the values, virtues, and tragedy surrounding Native women in a melodramatic manner that met contemporary expectations.

The subject of Indian women was explored also by Gertrude Bonnin (1876–1938), who was born on the Sioux reservation and wrote under the pen name Zitkala Sa (Red Bird). Her stories and essays appeared in Harper’s and Atlantic Monthly, and gained her some public notice. She was a noted progressive and member of the Society for the American Indian whose autobiographical writings and essays argued for a reevaluation and appreciation of Native American identity. In her short fiction, some of which was collected in American Indian Stories (1921), she tried to reach beyond stereotypes, drawing psychologically rich portraits of Native women acting with courage and merging traditional and contemporary influences.

One noteworthy Native writer who has received little attention is John M. Oskison (1874–1947). Born in the Indian Territory, he received a bachelor’s degree from Stanford and worked for a while as an editor on the New York Evening Post and Collier’s Weekly. Though known for his novels, Oskison published stories in Collier’s, Century, and other magazines between 1900 and 1925. Among his most memorable stories are “Walla-Tenaka-Creek” and “The Singing Bird.” Most of his stories are set in the rugged frontier environment of Oklahoma. With his emphasis on the characters’ relationships to the land and their struggles with social expectations, Oskison’s short fiction typifies the regionalist’s assumption that cultures respond to the region’s spirit.

In the years between 1930 and the mid-1960s, little short fiction by Native Americans was published. The Depression and World War II had much to do with this decline, as did a lack of interest in Native writers within the literary world. However, this period of Native American literary history is marked by two major writers: John Joseph Matthews (1894–1979) and D’Arcy McNickle (1904–1977). Matthews’s national reputation came from his novels and his historical books on the Osage Indian experience. Born on the Osage reservation in Oklahoma, Matthews eventually earned a degree from Oxford, worked in Europe for a number of years, and then returned to Oklahoma and became involved with tribal government. Between 1929 and 1933 he published nine short stories, including “Hunger on the Prairie” in Sooner Magazine, an alumni magazine of the University of Oklahoma. These adventure sketches juxtapose learned philosophical ruminations about man, nature, and the outdoors with Indian dialect and the exhilaration of the hunt.

D’Arcy McNickle was born near the Flathead Reservation and was adopted into that tribe. After college studies at the University of Montana and Oxford, he stayed in Europe until his return to New York in the mid-1920s. McNickle tried to survive as a professional writer but was unable to sell his short fiction or novels. In 1935, he did sell a story to Esquire, but he turned most of his attention to novels and to his employment with the Bureau of Indian Affairs. For the next thirty-five years, he published novels and ethno historical books while working as an Indian rights activist. His short fiction was set both in New York and on Indian reservations in the West. Most of these stories were written in the late 1920s and the 1930s but were not published until recently in a collection entitled The Hawk and Other Stories. In this volume, McNickle contrasts the values associated with the land and the community to modern materialist society. Often, as in “Hard Riding,” cross-cultural misunderstanding causes distress because characters will not examine their cultural assumptions. With their greater concern for the ties between literature and tribal communities, their increasing abilities to blend Native and non-Native epistemologies, and their penetrating historical analysis, the works of both Matthews and McNickle form a bridge that leads to 1968 and the Native American Renaissance.

With publication of N. Scott Momaday’s House Made of Dawn in 1968 and its subsequent Pulitzer Prize, the landscape of Native American literature changed. Not only was there increased public interest in writing by Native Americans, but also Native writers felt inspired and encouraged. Suddenly it seemed possible that they could be successful with their writing and still remain true to their unique experience. Momaday himself has written little short fiction. What little he has done consists of rewriting traditional oral narratives and expanding observations and remembrances, some of which have been collected in In the Presence of the Sun (1992) and Man Made of Words (1997).

Throughout the late 1960s and 1970s, many small presses and magazines began to promote Native writers and the expression of a Native voice. A few national publishers even began to seek out Native writers. Harper & Row became the best known with the series of publications it started in the early 1970s. Without a climate like this, the publication of The Man to Send Rain Clouds: Contemporary Stories by American Indians in 1974 would not have been possible. Edited by Kenneth Rosen, the book brought together the short fiction of seven unknown Southwestern Indian writers, propelling the work of Leslie Silko and Simon Ortiz to national attention. Silko and Ortiz created rich stories layered with myth, witchcraft, and spirituality. Their narrative stances articulated a Native worldview, one critical of non-Native ignorance and cultural assumptions and centered on the intelligence of a Native perspective. Rather than dwell on historical oppression, their stories, such as “The Man to Send Rain Clouds” and “The San Francisco Indians,” reinforced a belief in the continuance and continuity of Native cultures and values. Both Silko and Ortiz deliberately incorporated oral narratives as subject matter and oral storytelling techniques into their fiction. Both wanted their narrative standpoints to represent authentically Native perception because, for the first time, Native fiction writers recognized the existence of a Native literary audience. From this point on, Native writers needed to address two sets of narrative expectations, and much contemporary short fiction is grounded in that need. Ortiz’s volume of short fiction Howbah Indians (1978) was followed by Fightin’: New and Collected Stories (1983). Silko’s use of myth and oral tradition was emphasized in her 1981 volume Storyteller, which included a number of her popular short stories, such as “Storyteller” and “Yellow Woman.” Many of the noteworthy elements of her short fiction, such as the use of oral narrative and the evocation of mythic reality, can be found in her highly acclaimed novel Ceremony (1977).

In 1983, Ortiz edited one of the best collections of contemporary Native American short fiction, Earth Power Coming. In it, Ortiz brought together the fiction of Silko and Louise Erdrich with that of many other writers previously noted for their poetry, for example, Maurice Kenny, Paula Gunn Allen, Carter Revard, Ralph Salisbury, and Linda Hogan. Striking stories by Anna Walters, Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, and Peter Blue Cloud combined with work from less well-known writers to create a powerful anthology, one still used in many classrooms today.

In 1978, both Peter Blue Cloud and Gerald Vizenor published their first collections of short stories. Blue Cloud took for his inspiration the Coyote tales common among many western tribes to create the stories in Back Then Tomorrow. In his retellings, he fictionalizes and restructures the tales so they read like short fiction. He also takes the Native trickster and places him in contemporary situations to give a material presence to Native mythic reality. This volume was expanded and revised in 1982 and published as Elderberry Flute Song.

Vizenor’s fiction also explores the trickster, but it is the urban, compassionate trickster that fascinates him. Vizenor uses myth to blur the lines between fact and fiction and to force readers to reject simplistic and stereotyped views of Native American experience. For him the oral tradition is a liberating realm of imagination that enhances the calcified arena of realistic prose. His 1978 book of stories, Word arrows: Indians and Whites in the New Fur Trade, centers on urban Indian experience in Minneapolis, while Earthdivers (1981) broadens the geographic focus and furthers his development of the compassionate, urban trickster by embedding him in a satiric narrative structure. Trickster of Liberty (1988) weaves nine loosely related trickster narratives into what might be called a novel. Landfill Meditation (1991) continues his fabulist, postmodern experimentation with narrative structure, character development, word play, and representation.

Louise Erdrich published her award-winning book Love Medicine in 1984 to great critical success. After winning a number of fiction prizes, Erdrich expanded and interwove her short stories into a novel that consists not so much of chapters as of a complex design of braided family and historical narratives. The stories center on a fictional Chippewa reservation in North Dakota and generations of close and distant relatives. Using this reservation and these families as a focus, Erdrich has completed a quartet of books: Love Medicine, The Beet Queen (1986), Tracks (1988), and The Bingo Palace (1993). Many of her published short stories are chapters from these books. Erdrich’s fiction is noted for its striking symbolic episodes, its use of oral tradition, its unique characterization, and its humor.

Anna Lee Walters’s short story collection The Sun Is Not Merciful (1985) includes her much-anthologized story “The Warriors” and won an American Book Award in 1986. Walters’s short fiction, grounded in the landscapes of New Mexico and Oklahoma, shows great sensitivity to character, culture, and the influence of oral tradition. In this book, Walters creates vivid portrayals from her Oklahoma past of characters who struggle with cultural and personal forces that would limit their potential. They seek a harmonious balance between these forces, the needs of others, and their own desires. Walters sees this harmony as an extension of Native tradition into a tenuous future, but one that will exist as long as it is built on the strength of the community and kinship.

Throughout the late 1980s and 1990s, Joseph Bruchac has continued to publish collections of short stories such as Turtle Meat (1992) and retellings of traditional Abenaki and Iroquois tales, as in The Faithful Hunter (1988). In his role as publisher and editor, Bruchac has made a lasting contribution to the development of Native American literature.

In 1990, Elizabeth Cook-Lynn published The Power of Horses, containing thirteen short stories and featuring two well-respected stories, “The Power of Horses” and “A Good Chance.” Set in the Dakota hills over many years, her stories draw readers into a specific landscape inhabited by a wide spectrum of Native people, young and old, male and female, traditional and progressive. Cook-Lynn’s work expresses a strong appreciation of the history and politics of cross-cultural interaction. Her characters battle social transformations to retain and reimagine cultural values, and to maintain the slender threads that tie them back to oral traditions and ancestral wisdom. Cook-Lynn’s sense of social responsibility and her political/historical inquiry provide the focus for much of her work as a writer, professor, editor, essayist, and activist.

As the 1980s ended and the 1990s began, publishers became attentive to New Age thinking and to the curricular movements in American education. The general interest in multicultural voices encouraged the publication of a surprising number of anthologies of Native American short stories and oral tales. In 1989, Paula Allen combined traditional tales and contemporary stories in her anthology Spider Woman’s Granddaughters. Both The Lightning Within, edited by Alan Velie, and Talking Leaves, edited by Craig Lesley, were published in 1991. These collections were followed by two anthologies edited by Clifford Trafzer: Earth Song, Sky Spirit in 1993 and Blue Dawn, Red Earth in 1996. Paula Allen has continued on the tack with Song of the Turtle in 1996. These anthologies and other publications introduced a number of promising short story writers while publishing the work of more established writers, most of whom had not published short story collections. Notable among the many stories were new writings by Paula Allen, Maurice Kenny, Ralph Salisbury, Robert Conley, Mary Tall-Mountain, Diane Glancy, Greg Sarris, Beth Brandt, Gloria Bird, Linda Hogan, and Tom King.

As the century closed, Tom King had become an influential short story writer with many anthologized stories, most of which are collected in One Good Story, That One (1993). His writing is distinguished by his use of contemporary characters designed to burst stereotypes with humor, playful satire, and frequent references to popular culture. Sherman Alexie’s collection of short fiction The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven (1993) established him as an important young fiction writer whose work presents contemporary Native experience, complete with pain, anger, and grim humor.

The literary history of Native American short fiction suggests that Native writers will continue to focus on destroying stereotypes, and on forging connections with oral traditions and cultural heritage. Contemporary writers such as Silko, Ortiz, Hogan, and Allen are guided by their need to bolster communities and strengthen cultural continuance. Traditional narratives and mythic perception will remain the unyielding foundations for future stories as Native American short story writing enters its most fertile era yet.

James Ruppert
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NON-ENGLISH AMERICAN SHORT STORIES

What are non-English American stories, and why should they be included in this book? Although earlier literary histories of the United States routinely covered works in American Indian, colonial, and immigrant tongues, “American literature” has now become synonymous with English-language literature written in the United States. This is a great loss, for American literature in Yiddish, Polish, Swedish, Welsh, Norwegian, Portuguese, Spanish, Chinese, and German—the list goes on and on—offers fascinating insights into American ethnic diversity in formally accomplished and thematically provocative works. This is particularly true for twentieth-century short fiction: one only has to think of Vladimir Nabokov’s Russian stories or of Isaac Bashevis Singer’s Yiddish tales and imagine what readers would be missing if such works had never been made accessible in English versions or were not considered part of American literature (but were also outside the purview of other national literatures). This is the limbo in which non-English short fiction finds itself, even though its linguistic difference might constitute a particular invitation to readers interested in other areas of ethnic, gender, and cultural difference in multicultural America. How many Nabokovs and Singers are still waiting to be discovered? To be translated into English? Or to be presented to readers in bilingual editions?

No one quite knows how many short stories were written or published in the United States in the twentieth century in languages other than English, but it is probably safe to say a great number, at least hundreds and perhaps thousands of them. Electronic library catalogues have made it much easier than it used to be to do bibliographic research that can provide access to little-studied areas of knowledge. In Harvard University’s Library system alone, a database search produced a list of more than 120,000 imprints published in the United States in scores of languages other than English. These include works in many American Indian languages, as well as in virtually every tongue spoken in the United States, but they cover titles in all genres and periods, and I know of no method to limit findings to non-English short fiction of the twentieth century. The list of only those multilingual American newspapers that were under the surveillance of the U.S. Postmaster in 1917 includes over two thousand titles of periodicals in languages ranging from Ruthenian to Syrian, Bohemian to Ladino, and Tagalog-Visayan to Rumanian, as well as many bi-and tri-column formats such as Polish-Latin, Danish-Norwegian-Swedish, or German-Hungarian; many of these periodicals probably published numerous short stories (or such related genres as tales, novellas, feuilleton stories, sketches, or vignettes). However, until a research team goes through the vaults of the National Archives, it is impossible to know just how many pieces of short fiction are buried there. Given this state of affairs, the following pages resemble more the tentative forays of a blindfolded man than the expert coverage given to other areas of modern American short fiction. Perhaps this necessarily unrepresentative survey will convince readers that more investigations and translations of non-English literature of the United States are desirable. This essay is indebted to the specialists in different language groups who recommended the best published short stories of the century.

Shortly before the turn of the century, Abraham Cahan (1860–1951)—working with the encouragement of Lincoln Steffens and William Dean Howells—began to develop a particular form of short fiction in which Jewishness, immigration, cosmopolitanism, assimilation, and labor were successfully fictionalized. Cahan’s formal choices—to represent the immigrants’ English as dialect writing full of malapropisms and Yiddishisms, and their Yiddish as somewhat more idiomatic English (though also with some language interference)—and his love-and-marriage (and divorce) plots have remained popular, not only with later ethnic writers who read him, like James T. Farrell, but also with general audiences who were given movie versions many decades after Cahan published his most famous tales, Yekl: A Tale of the New York Ghetto (1896) and “The Imported Bridegroom” (1898). Yekl was particularly influential as a novella that contrasts the protagonist Yekl, an Americanized Russian Jewish immigrant, with his wife Gitl, who arrives in America two years after him and embarrasses him by her old-country ways, which, however, yield to a healthier mode of transplantation, combining tradition with New World impulses.

What has remained little known is that Cahan wrote and published Yiddish versions that differed from those he presented to English-speaking readers. Even Cahan’s most famous tale is a case in point. Originally serialized under the title “Yankel der Yankee” (and under the author’s pseudonym “Socius”), the Yiddish Yekl differed not only in the name of its protagonist (the English “Yekl” was not actually a Jewish name) but also in its strategy of cultural mediation and its form of narration. Cahan’s Yiddish-language tales include omniscient socialist narrators instead of English-language happy endings; more social criticism, more profanities in characters’ dialogues, and more sexual frankness than those “same” tales would contain in English. His double stories are suggestive of the kinds of worlds that non-English short fiction opens to American literature.

Helena Staś’s Polish-American story “Marzenie czy rzeczywistość: obrazek polsko-amerykański” (Dream or Reality: A Polish-American Picture, 1907) follows Wanda, the rebellious, idealistic, and stubborn heroine, from Poland to America, when her impoverished-gentry parents emigrate in order to separate her from her Russian lover. “Are you so emancipated that religious and national feelings have died in you?” Wanda’s scandalized father asks her. “I don’t acknowledge national or religious feelings,” Wanda answers. “Not one nation and creed, but all humanity should be our motto.” “Renouncing national or religious feeling is the same as renouncing family feeling,” old Kęszycki objects. “Oh, this world is so backwards,” insists Wanda. “I want to belong to the universal, to move freely, to be a child of the whole world, and to love everyone equally.”

But Wanda’s idealism leads to rootlessness. When she abandons her parents aboard ship and returns to her village, she discovers not only that the Russian has betrayed her but also that without her family she has no place in the community. So she goes to America after all, tries in vain to find her parents, makes two unhappy marriages, contributes to the suicide of her teenage son, and is finally pursued by the police as an anarchist before she stumbles back into the family and the national fold. Staś’s remarkable story ends with a visualization of this prodigal daughter’s new worldview. An embroidered canvas over her bed depicts the Polish eagle held by Prussia, Russia, and Austria-Hungary, the three powers that had partitioned Poland. Hope comes from overseas, however, as a Polish army is shown in America, ready to fight for the violated Motherland. Staś’s family drama of betrayal and reconciliation turns emigration into a source of solving the Polish national tragedy of partition.

Carl Wilhelm Andeer, born in Sweden in 1870, emigrated in 1891 and served as a minister in Swedish-American churches in Iowa, Massachusetts, North Dakota, and Minnesota. Among his stories that he published in the Augustana Synod publication Ungdomsvännen (Friend of Youth), is the 1904 tale “Svensk-amerikanen” (The Swedish-American), which dramatizes class differences and hypocrisies. Returning to Sweden for a visit, the second-generation Professor Arvid Norén of North America appears like a miracle in a world of hypocrites who believe that all Swedish emigrants are drunk farmhands or bragging servant girls. Norén claims his position as an American to question “Swedish class distinctions and Swedish self-importance” and frankly criticizes the anti-American hypocrites in town in a comedy of manners style that is characteristic of much of the story. Only at the end comes the revelation that Norén is in love with Anna, the daughter of the baron on whose estate Norén’s father had been a poor farmer. Just as Norén exhorts his beloved to accept that this match can never be, the old Baron Sjärnfält, who had overheard the sad conversation, gives his consent and blessing: “Children—God bless you! I can gladly leave my child in such hands, even if his father was my father’s servant.” The surprise happy ending reveals that there is change in the Old World as well as in the New, and the truly educated emigrant is portrayed as the equal to the old aristocrat, for both are superior to the prejudiced crowd.

In an effort to enrich the Welsh language with stories that delve into life’s mysteries, Dafydd Rhys Williams published a collection of stories, Llyfr y Dyn Pren ac Eraill (The Book of the Wooden Man and Others), in Utica, New York, in 1909. Williams’s book is a collection of morality tales—temperance stories, a story against smoking, and the story of a gossip—that are distinguished by their fantastic plots. In one case, Williams was inspired by the popular German writer Rudolph Baumbach’s story “Nicotiana,” yet he insisted that his own treatment was fresh, colored by Welsh and American characteristics. Thus, young Hugh is spooked out of a bad habit by the appearance of a demon “seated on a great roll of tobacco. His face resembled the one that appears on bundles of Franklin Tobacco, with his hair like American ‘fine cut,’ his teeth like Scranton stove coal, and his veins like the fine tobacco of the Old Country.” Though it does not the matize biculturalism as a marriage plot, the story’s demon points in the direction of assimilation, while the influences Williams acknowledged are of a bicontinental cast: the Welsh folktale (Twm Shon Cati), the European short story, the heroic narrative (Homer and Ovid), and the literary productions of Americans such as Nathaniel Hawthorne and William Cullen Bryant.

Leon Kobrin (1872–1946) came to America from Russia in 1892, and, after some early writing in Russian, he was so prolific that by 1910 his collected American short stories in Yiddish added up to more than nine hundred pages. His sketchlike stories, often told in the first person singular, portray greenhorns and Old-World radicals in their new environments, or focus on chance encounters of strangers. In “Di shprakh fun elnt” (The Language of Misery, translated under the title “A Common Language”), the greenhorn narrator has found a job as a night watchman but is worried about the dangers of his work: “With an old-country thief I would have flown out there like a bomb. With an American, however—who knows what kind of cutthroat was out there in the dark?” Yet he rises to the occasion soon and beats burglars to a retreat—even though he is bruised. A week later his heroic mood changes when he finds that the burglars he beats up turn out to be an Italian immigrant in his forties and his five-or six-year-old daughter. A bond of empathy soon links the watchman and the burglars, even though they have no language in common: “We talked in sign language, with our hands, with gestures. But we understood each other.” The narrator lets the burglars go and gives them kindling wood—an act of kindness for which he is fired. Later he sees the “Italian friend,” who offers him a banana. The story ends with the sentences: “I told him about my calamity in my language, and he told me again about his troubles in his language, and again we both understood each other. We understood each other very well indeed.” The solidarity that connects the poor and separates them from the world of hypocritical employers (embodied here by the boss’s wife) bridges national and linguistic boundaries in Kobrin’s tale.

Ole Amundsen Buslett’s Norwegian-language tale “Veien til Golden Gate” (The Road to the Golden Gate, 1915) is an allegorical expression of the cultural program of pluralism; the story the matized and offered support for the continued use of languages other than English in the feverish climate of World War I. A kind of pilgrim’s progress in immigrant America, the story depicts Haakon’s road to the Golden Gate, beginning with the landing at Castle Garden, even though his mother Kristiane’s path begins in Norway. Buslett’s warnings against going too far, too fast on that road had been traditional in American conservative thought from colonial times on, and his negative portrait of the restless Aasmund Skaaning, always on the move farther west with his ax on his shoulder, is a version of Ishmael Bush in James Fenimore Cooper’s The Prairie. A long dialogue between Kristiane and Skaaning’s daughter Rosalita reviews the issues of ethnic identity and assimilation. Buslett allegorized assimilation as the mad rush into a “Yankee Slough” in which all would become alike (and ultimately go under), whereas the Norwegians who do not sell their birthright also retain their know-how and are able to build safe roads across that slough of Americanization. Despite its opposition to assimilation, “The Road to the Golden Gate” represents American pluralism rather than Norwegian nationalism; it is telling that the road back to the old country is explicitly dismissed as “the road of nostalgia.” The story ends as Rosalita declares her love for Haakon, leaving the reader with the prospect of a couple that has just the right degree of ethnic loyalty, sharing neither Rosalita’s father’s shallow Americanism nor Haakon’s mother’s Old-World orientation.

Dorthea Dahl’s “Kopper-kjelen” (The Copper Kettle) was published in the Chicago Norwegian-language literary journal Norden (1930). Born in Norway, Dahl came to South Dakota with her parents at the age of two, and lived in Moscow, Idaho, for most of her life. The story presents a Norwegian immigrant couple, Trond Jevnaker (the center of consciousness in this third-person narrative) and his wife Gjertrud, who had come to America before Trond, is better assimilated and more fluent in English than her husband, and even asks him to Americanize her name as “Gørti”—which he refuses indignantly. (Dahl’s story thus inverts the gender pattern of Cahan’s story, in which Gitl emigrates after her husband Yekl, so that for Cahan the woman seems less hasty in assimilation than the man does.) Dahl’s Gjertrud is the type described by Lawrence Rosenwald as the “language traitor” who rushes into (incomplete) Anglicization and is embarrassed by her husband’s old-country ways. The pivot of the story is an old kettle that had belonged to Trond’s grandfather in Norway and that Gjertrud was planning to discard—when an American lady, Margery Green, who comes to the Jevnakers for a cure in the country air, sees the kettle and expresses her wish to buy it as an antique. Though neither Trond nor Gjertrud knows what she means by “æntik” their reactions differ: Gjertrud wants to sell the kettle now, but Trond talks back to her for once: “You’ve had contempt for the copper kettle all these years, just as you’ve had contempt for me and all that’s been mine. I won’t sell it. It will be my wedding gift to Miss Green. For once I’ll decide what is to be done around here.” Strangely, this changes Gjetrud’s relationship to Trond, and she not only asks him for copper polish but offers him coffee and cookies and even promises to abandon one of her American improvement schemes, the “skrinportsen” (screen porch), for a while. The eyes of the American native had seen the value of the Norwegian heirloom that the too speedily assimilated immigrant woman had regarded only as a source of embarrassment.

The Portuguese-language short story “Gente da Terceira Classe” (Steerage, 1938) is representative of José Rodrigues Miguéis’s oeuvre. Born in Lisbon in 1901, Miguéis died in Manhattan in 1980, after having spent the last forty-three years of his life in New York, where he had gone into political exile. University-trained and a translator of F. Scott Fitzgerald, Erskine Caldwell, and Carson McCullers into Portuguese, he wrote numerous American short stories in his native language. The story “Steerage,” formally cast in the manner of a log, is set in the melting-pot world of an ocean liner returning from South America to Portugal via Madeira and Southampton. Among the third-class passengers of the title are return emigrants whose hopes of a successful return to their homelands have been dashed, as well as new emigrants setting out for the New World. These different “currents” meet, and the narrator’s dining table is a world in miniature: “At meals, at my table, eat Poles, Portuguese, some lower-class Englishmen (Irish surely), an incommunicative German couple, a large Syrian clan returning from the north of Brazil with jaundiced children, and others of the same breed.” Ethnic types described include an Irish emigrant, a Madeiran woman, a Polish woman returning from Argentina and her Jewish companion, both trying to pass for French, a poor Turk (or maybe a Lebanese) woman, and assimilated Luso-Americans. The somewhat snobbish and misanthropic narrator uses descriptions as if they were weapons against “Aryanist” waiters and loud crowds; he swallows bad coffee (and is surprised since the ship started from Brazil) and tea, and mulls over the signs of class and ethnic discrimination, For Spanish and Portuguese people only. “Looking at these people, I sometimes wonder, in anguish, if the people exist, if they actually exist.” Assimilation has brought out the worst in them, as the narrator finds them idolizing material things and abandoning spiritual values. Still, he wonders at the end whether the voyage has created a bond of sympathy among these heterogeneous and largely unsympathetically drawn passengers.

Occasionally, non-English stories were published in bilingual format. Sabine R. Ulibarrí’s Mi abuela fumaba puros / My Grandma Smoked Cigars / y otros cuentos de Tierra Amarilla /and Other Stories of Tierra Amarilla (1977) is an example of a genuinely bilingual short story collection published with a Spanish and an English title; and the ten-story collection matches a Spanish text on the left with an English version on the right page, though neither language is defined as “original” or “translation” in this New Mexican work. The collection also alternates from a folk voice (in “El Negro Aguilar,” a near mythic tale of a black cowboy-hero) to a focus on education (in “Elacio era Elacio / Elacio Was Elacio”), and a meditative tone (in “Se fue por clavos / He Went for Nails,” the tale of a man who goes to fetch nails and returns four years later).

Chinese-language writers in the United States have sometimes looked at Jewish Americans as a model for an ethnic integration that retains a strong sense of special cultural identity despite full Americanization. Zhang Xiguo’s short story “Ge Li” (Circumcision, 1971) is a case in point: the protagonist Song Daduan is a Chinese immigrant who chairs a political science department in a large university and has kept a low ethnic profile, but is reethnicized when he is present at abris—and suddenly begins to think more about his childhood in China and his own Chineseness.

Class differences among Chinese Americans are the themes of stories about the “downtown Chinese,” for example “Duo Tai” (Abortion, 1979) by Yi Li (Pan Xiumei), an immigrant from Hong Kong. The understated and sketchlike story focuses on Mrs. Luo, who needs an abortion but is afraid that this could become public knowledge, is scared to ask her husband (who opposes abortion) for the money, and instead decides to earn the money by doing additional piecework. The conversation of the women in the San Francisco sweatshop—euphemistically called “Harmony Garment Shop”—focuses on issues of birth control and work and reveals the women’s and mothers’ desperate situation, between the “white devil doctor” who cuts the wombs “of folks who don’t understand English” and the tough employer Mrs. Zhou who ignores Mrs. Luo’s obvious predicament and cruelly gives her a firm deadline for the completion of the additional garment pieces: “‘Bring them back at eight tomorrow morning,’ Mrs. Zhou’s pale face was expressionless. Mrs. Luo thought she looked as if her soul had been stolen by the devil, just as the folktale said. Her eyes had no life, causing Mrs. Luo to think of that of a dead fish.” The hell of Chinese immigrant women laborers in San Francisco has its white American and its Chinese American devils.

At first glance, this survey suggests only a shared condition in these short stories: it is their non-Englishness, which also accounts for the fact that these stories are so little known. Yet there are also some shared features. Thematically, many tales could be classified as love stories and other tales of migration, assimilation, transplantation, pluralism, or nationalism; others emphasize class (Andeer, Kobrin, or Yi Li) or suggest the possibility of empathy across ethnic and linguistic boundaries (Buslett or Zhang Xiguo). What many of the American short stories in languages other than English have in common formally is that they inscribe an English linguistic presence in the texts or otherwise thematize English in a way that English original stories or English translations (in which English is the medium of communication) cannot adequately replicate. “Yankee” is a charged term in Cahan’s and Buslett’s stories; Kobrin inserts English phrases such as “business was booming” and “business was rotten” (in the story “Actors”—in which these phrases furthermore mark whether the theater cashier speaks English or Yiddish); Yi Li startlingly puts the English word “cancer” into the Chinese text. Dahl spices up his Norwegian with “Hadjudusør” (how do you do, sir), “spærrummet” (spare room), “nervøsbreikdaun,” and some complete sentences in English in order to suggest the different speed of assimilation that separates Trond and Gjertrud. Miguéis’s “Gente da Terceira Classe” includes many English words, entire sentences in English and French (suggesting also the importance of “third” languages in such mixed-language locations), and such “Portingles” terms as cracas (crackers), dolas (dollars), bossa (boss), and racatias (racketeers) that are representative of the employment of mixed tongues in works in many other languages in the United States.

Gert Niers is a contemporary German American who writes “prose” (rather than “short stories”), yet his minimalist sketches and expanded aphorisms show not only a modernist experimenter at work but also a writer who, like his precursors, examines bilingual consciousness, now in the context of transnationalism. The following sketch from “Entwirrungsversuche” (Attempts at disentanglement, 1998) is representative, and it is also an appropriate conclusion to this first foray into the non-English short story: “The wonderful privilege of turning crazy in at least two countries. This handsome schizophrenia permits the immigrant to switch from one country—when things get too unbearable—into another, until that also becomes insufferable, and he has released himself as temporarily cured. Hence emerges a to and fro that can be undertaken for years, and even for a lifetime. Professionals at this game even let themselves be reimbursed for damages or sick pay—as cultural mediators, teachers of literature or other carriers of infections.” What Niers expresses hyperbolically, sarcastically, and through presumably hostile eyes actually points to the great value of literature that crosses linguistic boundaries. Moving back and forth from one code to another is precisely what gives some of the best non-English stories their particular qualities: an ironic sense of freedom from linguistic constraints in any language, a readiness to experiment with the different meanings languages associate with the same sounds, and a willingness to make readers attentive to the many voices of America.

Werner Sollors and the Longfellow Institute
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