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PREFACE

A true work of fiction is a wonderfully simple thing—so simple that
most so-called serious writers avoid trying it, feeling they ought to do
something more important and ingenious, never guessing how incred-
ibly difficult it is. A true work of fiction does all of the following things,
and does them elegantly, efficiently: it creates a vivid and continuous
dream in the reader’s mind; it is implicitly philosophical; it fulfills or
at least deals with all of the expectations it sets up; and it strikes us, in
the end, not simply as a thing done but as a shining performance.
John Gardner, “What Writers Do”

If John Gardner’s description summarizes what writers of fiction do,
then this anthology was created to enable readers of short fiction to experience
their “shining performance” as elegantly and efficiently as possible. The Story
and Its Writer grew out of my desire to teach from an anthology filled as much
as possible with writer talk about short stories. After years of dissatisfaction
using textbooks filled with too much editor talk, I realized the books available
tended to be of two types: textbooks with a limited number of stories and a
bothersome, often prescriptive, abundance of editorial material; or large
anthologies with many stories and very little discussion by anyone about mat-
ters sure to be perplexing to students. The first type made the editor the
authority; the second type made the teacher assume that role. In neither case
were those most qualified to speak about fiction — the storytellers — given
space to express their authority about their craft. The Story and Its Writer seeks
to redress these imbalances. The gratifying success the book has enjoyed over
six editions confirms the appeal and usefulness of its premise.

Those looking for good fiction will find plenty of it in this compact seventh
edition of The Story and Its Writer: over seventy of them, arranged alphabetically
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by author, ranging from classic tales by Nathaniel Hawthorne and Edgar
Allan Poe through modern masterpieces by Flannery O’Connor and William
Faulkner to contemporary selections from the work of writers such as Tim
O’Brien, Amy Tan, and Bharati Mukherjee. Even for a compact edition, the
number and variety of stories should offer lots of choice and teaching flexibility.

Editorial material is amply provided as well, but all of it is designed to
support students without getting in the way of their reading. Most of the edi-
tor talk is packed discreetly at the back of the book, to be consulted when
appropriate, if appropriate. It includes a chapter on the history of the short
story, an outline of the elements of fiction, an extensive section on writing
about fiction, a glossary of more than one hundred literary terms, and a
chronological listing of authors and stories. The stories themselves appear
with substantial biographical headnotes, but with no other apparatus that
might constrain a student’s response —no interpretive introductions, no
directive questions or assignments.

Those interested in more editor talk may want to examine the instruc-
tor’s manual. Resources for Teaching The Story and Its Writer Compact Seventh
Edition contains discussions of each story, questions and writing assignments
for students, short bibliographies, a thematic index of the stories, a guide to
commentaries, and a listing of short stories on film and video. The questions
and writing assignments have also been posted on the book’s companion Web
site, where they can be accessed by students and instructors.

The most distinctive feature of The Story and Its Writer is the section
“Commentaries” that immediately follows the anthology of stories. These
commentaries — almost sixty of them in this compact edition — justify the
title of the book. In most of the commentaries, writers discuss their stories and
the stories of fellow writers that appear in the anthology, and more generally
remark on the form of the story and the vocation of the storyteller. I also
include a sampling of commentaries by literary critics about stories in the
anthology, representing different critical perspectives, in the expectation that
students will learn something about deploying such tactics in their own read-
ing and writing. Other commentaries are included because they provide the
reader important biographical and historical contexts that illuminate an
author or a story. Finally, many of these commentaries are collected in two
illustrated “Casebooks” that take an in-depth look at the exemplary writers
Raymond Carver and Flannery O’Connor. I, and the many instructors who
have used the earlier editions, find these commentaries to be just the ingredi-
ent to stimulate class discussion and give rise to lively writing.

The companion Web site at www.bedfordstmartins.com/charters serves
as a gateway to a suite of useful online resources for students and instructors,
including questions and writing assignments for each story, sample syllabi for
instructors, comprehension quizzes for every story in the anthology (LitQuiz),
annotated links on writers in the anthology (LitLinks), and an interactive tuto-
rial in fiction (VirtuaLit Interactive Fiction Tutorial). These materials are also
available through a course management system (CMS) compatible with
Blackboard and WebCT.
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New to This Edition

The Compact Seventh Edition of The Story and Its Writer continues to
offer an exceptional array of stories with twenty-two new works. The repre-
sentation of women writers, multicultural writers, international writers and
especially contemporary writers, is stronger than ever. The casebook on Ray-
mond Carver now includes commentaries that make connections with the
work of Anton Chekhov, one of Carver’s most important influences. I also
include a casebook that explores graphic storytelling, with excerpts and com-
plete narratives by iconic figures such as R. Crumb and Will Eisner, bestselling
authors such as Art Spiegelman and Marjane Satrapi, and innovative contem-
poraries such as Gilbert Hernandez, Jiro Taniguchi, and Lynda Barry. In recent
years, graphic narratives have been embraced by the mainstream and on col-
lege campuses. This casebook allows students to make comparisons between
the techniques of traditional forms of fiction and those of a more visually ori-
ented age. Finally, there are two new appendices: one on reading fiction closely
that centers on Grace Paley’s brief story “Samuel,” and the other on contem-
porary critical perspectives such as those of feminists and cultural critics.

Available in a More Comprehensive Edition

The full seventh edition of The Story and Its Writer contains 139 stories
and more than 90 commentaries, with additional casebooks on Zora Neale
Hurston, Joyce Carol Oates, and Edgar Allan Poe.
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short story classes diligently drafted the sample essays illustrating the various
ways to write about stories. Charles Flynn of the Rockefeller Library and
Emily Medeiros and Clare Durst of the Dean of the College Office at Brown
University were also particularly helpful.

In addition, professors who used the previous editions of the anthology
and generously took time to share their ideas about it include Dirk Aardsma,
Carol Abate, Cora Agatucci, Alan Ainsworth, Glen Scott Allen, Iska Alter, Dr.
G. M. Andersen, Ronald G. Ashcroft, Wendell Aycock, Julie Hakim Azzam,
Jessica Baldanzi, Linda Bamber, Abby Bardi, James S. Bass, Margaret D. Bauer,
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Davis, Danny L. DeLong, Lisa Denbleyker, Marvin Diogenes, J. Darryl Dock-
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