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INTRODUCTION

A story can . . . open us up,

by cut or caress, to d new truth.

— Andre Dubus—

esignated a companion to the twen-
D tieth-century American short story,
this collection of essays is both an acces-
sory to the stories and writers it presents
and a guide. As accessory or aide, it ac-
companies the stories, providing infor-
mation about their writers’ lives and liter-
ary 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 Co-
lumbia 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 thisbook 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 per-
haps 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, accord-
ing 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 Wil-
liams, Tobias Wolff, Deborah Eisenberg,
David Leavitt, Lydia Davis, Nicholasa
Mohr, Américo Paredes, and a dazzling
diversity of others. Two sets of essays sug-
gest this diversity: thematic essays that
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group together stories sharinga particular
motif, cultural identity, or literary prac-
tice; and biographical essays, the body of
the book, that focus on individual writers
and their work. Writers mentioned in the
thematic essays— Langston Hughes, Ber-
nard Malamud, or Sandra Cisneros, for
instance—may reappear in a biographi-
cal essay. Thus they are both contextual-
ized and particularized, placed within a
literary group and presented as unique
artists.

All of the essays are designed to in-
form—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 prac-
tical criticism rather than theory, the Co-
lumbia 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 Al-
lan Poe and now disputed); closure (ab-
sent 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, aestheti-
cally and politically valid, to designate sto-
ries 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 his-
tory, 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 designat-
ing terms have become increasingly con-
tentious, debated as literary and political
issues. But central as terminological ques-
tions may be to critical theory, they are
for the most part peripheral to the Colum-
bia 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 inits form. For
American stories (like those of all lands)
are realistic, romantic, modernistic, min-
imalistic, fantastical, mundane, parodic,
gothic, comic, tragic, satirical, grotesque.
They have a plasticity and thematic span
that make reading them a wondrous sur-
prise. By focusing on the act of reading,
the Columbia Companion hopes to evoke
expectations of the unexpected, of sur-
prises 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 lit-
erary 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 sto-
ries they may have forgotten and acquaint
them with new and boldly harrowing tales
of contemporary life. The modernity of
these tales—their mixed modesand sadly
savvy sense of alienation—filiates from
great twentieth-century storytellers to
whom many American writers declare
themselves indebted. Among the Euro-
pean masters frequently cited are Chek-
hov and Joyce; among South Americans,
the exponent of magical realism, Garcia
Mirquez. Atthe same time, modern writ-
ers acknowledge the influence of nine-
teenth-century storytellers who brought
to American fiction the landscape and lan-
guage ofanew nation that wasdiscovering,
in Poe, Hawthorne, Melville, and James,
its own ghosts, and in Mark Twain and
Bret Harte, its own humor and colloqui-
alisms. 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 sto-
ries), and ethnicity (African American,
Asian American, Native American, La-
tino/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 Ho-
locaust” with the traumatizing memories
of characters living in America. A third
essay discusses shortstory sequences, col-
lections of linked stories that can be read
independently and as part of a continuous
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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,
aresourceful 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 strik-
ingly different ways.

These differences emerge in the essays
onindividual writers, whichby theirnum-
ber (a hundred and thirteen) turn the Co-
lumbia 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, man-
ners, 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 nov-
els—notably, of course, William Faulk-
ner. The world-famous southern play-
wright Tennessee Williams has also
written remarkable short stories, which
an essay brings to the reader’s attention.
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Other essays throughout the book alert
readers to themes being explored by con-
temporary women writers, such as the
relationship between amother and daugh-
ter, which in Lorrie Moore’s stories is
fixed by prescripted roles that neither
character can escape.

Like the thematically determined es-
says, 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 anal-
ysis of some representative stories, and a
selected bibliography. Essay writers fol-
lowed 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, acces-
sible language, though their voices vary. [
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 ed-
itorial suggestions. Ascritics, writers, and
professors, they were busy and commit-
ted, and yet they would willingly revamp
a completed essay to include a writer’s
newly published, and often most ac-
claimed, 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 en-
hance 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. [ re-
gret these omissions (as well as others)
caused by the wayward circumstancesthat
will beset any project.

As the Columbia Companion’s literary
editor, I bave been akind ofaccessory after
the fact, someone who helped bring to
realization a project conceived by the ex-
ecutive editor for reference books of Co-
lumbia University Press, James Warren.
In an unexpected telephone call, he asked
me to serve as literary editor of the Co-
lumbia 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
mmy 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, [added
my editorial two cents to comments he
made on the essayshe 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 proj-
ect—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 con-
tributors, Werner Sollors and Amy Ling,

were helpful consultants early on; they
also sentlists of writersand recommended
critics whom I might contact. Unhappily,
Professor Ling did not live to see this pub-
lication or to receive her readers’ thanks
for the critiques of Asian American lit-
erature that are her scholarly legacy.

I will not attempt to name the con-
tributors who became e-mail pals over the
past years. Their airborne friendship was
an unexpected reward of editing, a task
had long bypassed in favor of teaching and
writing, Over the years, I found myself
writing about various American story-
tellers whose work enthralled and some-
times dismayed me (all of them are in this
volume), and my impulse to tell of stories
[ love is still strong, It is a common im-
pulse, expressed in an often-heard im-
perative: “You must read this story.” Per-
haps sharing a story means sharing anewly
perceived truth, as the writer Andre Du-
bus 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 expe-
rienced as aesthetic pleasure, the sheer
delight evoked in a reader by an indelible
work of art. A lifelong appreciation of the
story’sartas well as of its truths has guided
me as literary editor of The Columbia Com-
panion to the Twentieth-Century American
Short Story, a book indebted to many peo-
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ple and dedicated to many—teachers,
students, literary critics, theorists, and
thereaderat large, who, like me, like most
of us, loves a good story.

Blanche H. Gelfant
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PART I

Thematic Essa 1ys



THE AMERICAN

SHORT STORY CYCLE

he short story cycle is one of the most

important forms of fiction in twen-
tieth-century American literature. Al-
though it has gone largely unrecognized
as a genre distinct from the more highly
organized “novel” and from the loose “col-
lection” of stories, it has played an im-
portant role in literary history. A form
centuries older than the novel, collections
of unrelated narratives reach back to an-
tiquity, 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 pro-
duced 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 dra-
mas on either side of it. With the historical
development of the concept of “fiction”
and the ensuing establishment of peri-
odical literature, the tradition of shortsto-
ries produced in collections of linked ep-
isodes ultimately evolved. The convention
of the form was that each element be suf-
ficiently complete for independent pub-
lication and yet serve as part of a volume
unified by a continuing setting, or ongoing
characters, or developing themes, or co-
alescent patterns of imagery. In English
literature, James Joyce’s Dubliners has
served as an archetype of the genre, arole
fulfilled in the United States by Sherwood
Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio.
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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 re-
gional character types. Nathaniel Haw-
thorne gave the form greater sophistica-
tion 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” af-
ter the Civil War, the genre became in-
creasingly popular, finding expression by
writers of both genders and a broad spec-
trum 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 OId Creole Days
(1879), as did Kate Chopin in Bayou Folk
(1894). Hamlin Garland dealt with eco-
nomic and social injustice in the upper
Midwest in his Main Travelled Roads(1891),
one of the landmarks of American natu-
ralism, and Margaret Deland explored
themes of small town life in Pennsylvania
in OId Chester Tales (1898). By the turn of
the century, nearly a hundred volumes of
interrelated short stories had been pub-
lished in America, and the form was yet
to find its most significant expression.

The short story cycle in twentieth-
century American literature is decidedlya
multiethnictradition, perhapsbecause 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 naturaily take
place with the telling of tales related to
those told before, perhaps by other speak-

ers. The formal “novel,” as an extended
narrative with a dominant protagonistand
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 on-
going 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 in-
volving a group of actors, each a brief tale
having its own resolution. Scores of vol-
umes 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 Remniniscences
of My Life: A Black Woman's Civil War Mem-
ories (1902) contributed an African Amer-
ican perspective on the most momentous
event of the previous century. In Friendship
Village (1908), Zona Gale perpetuated the
emphasison regional depictions, usingher
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 com-
plex psychology of cultural dualism and
the process of social assimilation for Chi-
nese immigrants. Zitkala-Sa served some-
thing of the same function in her American
Indian Stories (1921), writing out of her
Lakota background.

From this period, however, it is Sher-
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wood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio (1919)
that attracted sustained attention and rec-
ognition. This volume of twenty-five sto-
ries, all setinamythicalmidwesterntown,
further developed the traditional theme
of the “village virus,” depicting submerged
lives, sexual frustration, and thwarted
hopes and aspirations. Unified by a con-
tinuing 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 nar-
rative units, but also the unifying motif of
the desire for “peace in our time”inaworld
of violence, war, cruelty, and disillusion-
ment. 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 charac-
ters 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, lke McCaslin, grows to moral ma-
turity 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 vis-
ibility 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 de-
veloping 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 Mon-
terey in Tortilla Flat (1935). This period
produced many important volumes of in-
terrelated 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 ap-
peal 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 bya continuing pro-
tagonist, Bayard Sartoris, were indicative
of the range of the genre.

The next two decades brought the fur-
ther enrichment of the tradition in the
appearance of such volumes as Erskine
Caldwell’s Georgia Boy (1943), Edmund
Wilson’s Memoirs of Hecate County (19 59),
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.
Asthe title would suggest, all of the stories
in some way relate to the themes of long-
ing and searching in W. B. Yeats’s cele-
brated poem “The Song of Wandering
Aengus.” Peter Taylor’s The Widows of
Thornton (19 54) featured eight storiesand
one play dealing with family relations in



[12] THE AMERICAN SHORT STORY CYCLE

a small southern town. In Brown Girl,
Brownstones (1959), Paula Marshall pre-
sented a sequence of remarkable stories
setin Brooklyn about an immigrant family
from Barbados.

In Going to Meer the Man (196 5), 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),awidely celebrated
book most often regarded asa “novel,” s,
in fact, five long narratives based on Chi-
nese mythology. That year, in Speedboat,
Renata Adler told several stories about a
journalist in New York, abook 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 cyclesrather than novelsmight
suggest that such authors live in an envi-
ronment 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 charac-

terized by progressive fragmentation and
alienation, an episodic mode better re-
flects the psychic nature of modern life
than would the extended flow of expe-
rience 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 maga-
zines 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 com-
munity. 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 mul-
tigenerational story of three familiesliving
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 (198 5) is a classic cy-
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cle comprising eight stories, all previously
published in The New Yorker, recording a
young girl’s painful but exciting devel-
opment from age ten toseventeen, 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 (198 5), Hisaye Ya-
mamoto used the form to tell storiesabout
Japanese American experience, particu-
larly 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 indepen-
dent stories about a Native American fam-
ily. In The Last of the Menu Girls (1986),
Denise Chavez linked together seven sto-
ries of Chicano life centered on the mat-
uration of a young woman, Rocio. Perhaps
the most celebrated story cycle in the last
decade is Amy Tan's The foy Luck Club
(1989), a best-seller in hardcover and pa-
perback that was quickly made into a ma-
jor 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 daugh-
ters, Tan traces the immigration of four
Chinese women into the United States
and their attempt to inspire their daugh-
ters to sustain an interest in their native
culture.

But it is not only minority writers who
have found the cycle format an appropri-
ate medium. John Updike, for example,
has published several volumes of inter-
related stories, beginning with Olinger Sto-
ries (1964), works that trace the devel-
opment of a local country boy. Too Far to
Go: The Maple Stories (1979) records the

marriage, separation, and divorce ofasub-
urban couple. The three volumes of sto-
ries about Henry Bech, Bech: A Book
(1970), Bech Is Back (1982), and Bech at
Bay: A Quasi Novel (1998), focus on con-
flicts 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 per-
spective of an American couple that has
come to manage a silver mine. Told with
sympathy and yet ironic humor, these sto-
ries constitute an ongoing narrative while
at the same time resolving a central con-
flict 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 cul-
tural conflict in this volume is not inter-
racial but that of social class: “Mum” de-
rives from an inner-city Irish Catholic
tamily, while “Dad” is from an established
Yankee tradition with long ties to Har-
vard.

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
youngmen in the military during the Viet-
nam War. How the Garcia Girls Lost Their
Accents (1991) is a series of fifteen stories
by Julia Alvarez about the life of a famnily
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
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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 South-
east Asia by depicting the lives of Viet-
namese in America after the conclusion
of the war.

There are scores of other examples of
the genre in modern American litera-
ture, 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 au-
thors 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, ethnic-
ity, 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, mostfamously
“Rip Van Winkle” and “The Legend of
Sleepy Hollow,” published in The Skerch
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 influ-
ence. Included among the Salmagundi
sketches in 1807, it established the “Mys-
terious Stranger” convention often asso-
ciated with Mark Twain (because of the
title of his never completed novel), a con-
vention 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 es-
sential frame of the “mysterious stranger”
convention—which is that of the advent
of an unknown and often unwelcome per-
son who threatens the peace of a closed
community. Exploiting the tension pro-
duced 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 fed-
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eralism 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 ad-
vantage of improvements in technology
and yet expressed a deep uneasiness over
the swiftness of the changesthatinventions
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 Ir-
ving’s Salmagundi stories), was an Amer-
ican invention. The story’s brevity was
suited to a reader perpetually short of
time, who desired the speed of commu-
nications and production that character-
ized the inventions of Fulton and Whitney.

Washington Irving, at least in his short
fiction, was no friend to technological in-
novation. His sketches of life in the En-
gland of the 18 20s seldom reflect the labor
unrest of the day; instead, they create an
antiquarian utopia into which the author-
ial persona, Geoffrey Crayon, retreats,
finding a kind of sanctuary of Merry Olde
England in the home of the eccentricmas-
ter of Bracebridge Hall, modeled on Sir
Walter Scott’s Abbotsford. Nor were Ir-
ving’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 ca-
reer avoided the present for the past, and
sought to establish himself as a writer of
what we now call gothic fiction. In imi-
tation 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—iden-
tified 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 18305, when his stories first
appeared, anumber of writershad already
established that period as a rich field for
romantic fiction. Nonetheless, in the
short story, Hawthorne’s genius was un-
rivaled, and like Irving he wrote fables,
such as “The Minister's Black Veil,”
“Young Goodman Brown,” and “The Am-
bitious Guest,” which through their pop-
ularity became virtual folktales. Also like
Irving, he repeatedly returned to the
theme of social alienation, which, inaPu-
ritan 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 contro-
versy by inventing his own midregions of
the imagination. His wasa vaguely located
but undoubtedly European scene, explic-
itly so in “The Pit and the Pendulum” and

“The Cask of Amontillado,” undeniablyso -

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 insis-
tence on the historical validity ofhis often
overwrought colonial scene. Certainly his
insistence on derivinga moral lesson from
his parables separates him in all respects
from Poe, who is the most amoral of nine-
teenth- century writers, not only in Amer-
icabutin Europe aswell, before theadvent
of the 1890s.

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

By 18353, 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 Her-
man Melville filled with a sudden explo-
sion of talent. Famous today for his nov-
elistic masterpiece, Moby-Dick, which
failed to find a popular audience in his
lifetime, Melville in the early 185o0s re-

acted to that failure by seeking a wider -

readership and increased income. This ef-
fort first resulted in the misbegotten ro-
mance, 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 in-
stant 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 tran-

scended 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 thatin the Greenwich
Village of the 1940s and 1950s, everyone
had read and was talking about Melville’s
“Bartleby,” shadows of which may be de-
tected in the fiction of Saul Bellow from
that time.

Of equal power was Melville’s longer
and less concentrated tale, “Benito Cer-
eno,” 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 an-
chored 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 Low-
ell 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 Transcen-
dental revolt against materialism. Irving’s
pseudo folk-fablesset in the Hudson Valley
also reflected political concerns ofhis own
day, “Sleepy Hollow,” especially, with its
Yankee- Yorker conflict.

Irving’s influence was everywhere in
the 18 50s, from Melville’s powerful par-
ables to the dreamy romanticism of the
sketches in Donald G. Mitchell’s (“lk.
Marvell”) Reveries of a Bachelor (1850), a
favorite book of the young Emily Dick-
inson, to the pleasant purlieus of George
W. Curtis’s New Yorkin Prueand I (18 56).
This last was a collection of connected
sketches that notably featured a lassitu-
dinous, even diaphanous young clerk who
is advertised as Bartleby’s friend, a con-
nection that shows the great distance be-
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tween the imaginations of these two con-
temporaries, Melville a contributor to,
and Curtis a founding editor of, Putnam’s
Magazine, the most influential and well-
paying periodical of its day.

Fromitsinception, the American short
story was connected to the rise of peri-
odical literature in the United States,
starting with the coterie journal Salma-
gundi and then expanding with much
wider-circulating magazines, from Har-
per’sto Godey’s to Graham's, and including
dozens of short-lived publications, many
of which lasted a year or so before dis-
appearing 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.

Analternative venue for the short story
was the gift book, an annual collection of
poetry and prose dressed out with en-
gravings produced in time for the Christ-
mas market in which a number of tales by
Hawthorne and Poe firstappeared. Unlike
the magazines, the gift book was destined
asa 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 pop-
ular 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, contrast-
ing with the three-decker novels then in

vogue, mostof which were imported from

Great Britain, where the short story did
not flourish until much later in the cen-
tury, and then as an art form rather than
as an item intended for popular con-
sumption. In America, the production of
short fiction from the 18305 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 suc-
cessful, 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 fic-
tion for the magazines, but he too opted
for the long, if non-narrative, poem.

By the 1860s, a newer gencration of
writers began to appear, most of whose
work is little known today. Edward Ev-
erett Hale, for example, wrote a consid-
erable number of stories, but he is re-
membered 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 c_)f Scenes
and Characters Among the Descendents of the
Pilgrims (1843). In Sam Lawson’s Oldrown
Fireside Stories (1872), Stowe produced a
volume of New England tales thatin terms
of priority, if not actual influence, laid
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the foundation for much fiction about
her native region that appeared subse-
quently.

Perhaps the most imitated short-story
writer of the post—Civil War generation
was Bret Harte, a New Yorker who fol-
lowed the Gold Rush belatedly to Cali-
fornia, where he became an editor and a
positive influence on the emerging career
of Mark Twain. Harte’s tales with a West-
ern 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 sit-
uations, 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” col-
oration, while his “The Right Eye of the
Commander” resonates with Irving’scon-
ventions, including the mysterious stran-
ger device. It is, however, Harte’s senti-
mental 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 Car-
ton. .

If Harte was an innovator in the local-
color convention, it must be allawed 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 imagina-
tion, 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, writ-
ing sardonic ghost tales with western set-
tings and, most famously, surreal stories
inspired by his wartime experience, such
as“An Occurrenceat Owl-CreekBridge,”
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 su-
perficially realistic in their fiction, while
the regionalists associated with New En-
gland were mostin 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 fa-
mous in his day for his Creole tales, which
drewupon the New Orleans backdropand
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 di-
mension of literary realism, their stories
of New England accurately and at times
painfully rendering the minutiae of a re-
gion 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



