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Introduction

Most histories of English-language short fiction observe that the
“short story. ” as a separate, identifiable genre, came into existence in
the early nineteenth century. when the American writer Edgar Allan
Poe praised the artistry of a prose work that could be read at a single
sitting. Most such histories also acknowledge that “a single sitting” is a
remarkably indeterminate period of time, making Poe’s “definition” of
the new genre at the veéry least a little vague. In any event, how “new”
was the genre? A tradition of tale-telling, in various languages, precedes
Poe by many centuries. So the “short story” in English has to be
thought of as an art form with many roots in prose and also in poetry.
It’s indebted to Greek fables. Biblical parables, and medieval allegories
and also to the legends and folktales of many cultures;A, oral anecdotes,
written histories, character sketches, and romantic and documentary de-
scriptions of. places and things.

In the hands of the great nineteenth-century American writers—
Poe, Hawthorne, Melville—the short story became a form that empha-
sized mystery and the romance of psychological .uncertainty. While
American writers thus gave precedence to the tale, English writers of the
time—from Dickens and George Eliot to Hardy and Kipling—tended
more to write short narratives in the form of linear Fhistories; the
psychology of individual behaviour is by no means irrelevant to these
stories, but the authors focus on the public world which shapes their
characters’ behaviour. In other countries, still other paradigms became
common. The Brazilian writer Machado de Assm had in the nineteenth
century already begun experimenting with fantasy and fable (though
the age of Latin American “magic realism” had yet to begin), and by
the end of the century such French and Russian writers as de Maupas-
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sant and Chekhov were exploring the psychological and social transfor-
n}‘ations that even the briefest moments of revelation could effect. They
specialized in a form of story that came to be known as the “slice of
life. ” These differences in emphasis and organization are just one tiny
sign of the complex relation between culture, history ,and literary form.

In Canada, as in some other parts of the English-speaking world.
witers were influenced by all these developments. Readers of Canadian
short fiction will thus readily be able to find examples of many forms
and modes, including psychological mystery (Scott), linear history
(Leacock), parable (Callaghan), modified folktale (Brant), anecdote
(Mitchell) , satire (Haliburton), impressionistic sketch (Wilson), and
postmodern metafiction. They will also be able to examine some of the
several ways in which literary form (or “organization”) overlaps with
literary “subject. ” Many writers are preoccupied with individual under-
standing; many others are concerned with community values and prac-
tices and their significance for individual men and women. Some are
committed to social reform; others question the way social institutions
sometimes inhibit moral growth. In each case, such writers can also ad-
dress the ways in which language itself is a medium for reconfirming or
for querying social practice and literary tradition.

In some sense, the history of short fiction in Canada is a story of
language change. The short story genre, which was developing even as
the new country was developing, has become associated with “alterna-
tive” points of view. It was, for example, neither epic nor heroic in size
or aspiration'; it expressed a value system different from that which has
come to be associated with the old empires—whether the empires of
political expansionism or the empires of literary and critical fashion.
While some early Canadian writers (Susanna Moodie, for one) did em-
ploy a conventional British English and follow the narrative models of
the then fashionable romance writers, these models did not prove to be
the most influential over the course of time. The short fiction tradition
most dominant in Canada derived instead from the documentary skeick
the attempt to record at first “objectively” (perhaps a false hope) and
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then with open subjectivity the observed “realities” of ordinary people’s
ordinary lives.

The sketch itself has a long history, involving political report and
the quic;k delineation of character fypes. In the early nineteenth century,
it acquired some prominence in magazine journalism when a British law
taxing “broadsheets” encouraged editors to lengthen their publications to
the untaxed “quarto” or “octavo” format—four-page or eight-page
gatherings. This move in turn required them to find “feuilletons” of
“filler” items to fill out all the pages. “Sketches,” often of the New
World and of the “strange” characters to be met there, came to be a
regular feature of these periodicals,and over the course of time they also
acquired their own generic characteristics ; they looked like documentary ,
but they behaved like subjective impressionism.

The practice of publishing short fictions in newspapers and
magazines had thus been well established by the time Thomas McCul-
loch and T. C. Haliburton printed their early sketches in the Maritime
papers of colonial Nova Scotia. McCulloch’s Presbyterian satires probed
the ethical and social hypocrisies that the author, a clergyman, saw
around him in colonial Pictou County. The satires of Haliburton, a
judge, were more directly political, calling for Nova Scotians (known
as “Bluenosers”) to improve their economic conditions by working hard-
er and building a railroad to connect their ice-free seaports to New
Brunswick and to the communities of the areas now known as Quebec
and Ontario which were ice-bound in winter. Both writers wrote ironi-
cally. Haliburton’s technique is particuiarly noteworthy, in that he in-
vented an artificial “Yankee” dialect, attributed it to “Sam Slick” (an
itinerant American trader), and used this lively character for several
purposes : to provide a model of American energy and ingenuity, to
criticize some aspects of American individualism, and to suggest to his
own compatriots how they might learn from their political neighbours
without necessarily being absorbed by them or having to emulate them
in all things.

The sketch continued in use during the nineteenth century.
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Susanna Moodie’s Roughing It in the Bush (1852) depicted New World
characters and the trials of settling in the bush-—and more importantly
(for contemporary feminist readers, such as Margaret Atwood) she also
revealed the deep personal trauma of being divided between her external
circumstances and all the values and beliefs that she considered personal
and that she connected with “home” ; language, beauty, “civilization. ”
With Duncan Campbell Scott and other writers of the 1890s, writ-
ers began to assemble their sketches and short story forms into unified
booklength works—which some critics call “story cycles. ” Scott’s reve-
latory In the Village of Viger (1896), Stephen Leacock’s humorous and
possibly nostalgic Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town (1912), Georgina
Sime’s feminist Sister Woman (1919), and the several animal tale col-
lections of Sir Charles G.D.Roberts and Ernest Thompson Seton all pro-
vide variant examples, and all use story-cycles to comment on social
change. Even F.P.Grove’s Over Prairie Trails (1922) forms a kind of
cycle; a set of encounters between the narrator and the fand, it tells
(when the sketches are read together) of the need for people to cope
with their environment rather than either to fear it or to worship it, and
to cope they need knowledge. Through this set of apparently documen-
tary excursions Grove was, in other words, examining people’s subjec-
tive relation with the world. His sketches of the land—as a source of
quasi-religious awe , of physical hardship, of aesthetic order ,of economic
power, and of scientific data—thus provide both empirical lessons and
metaphorical commentaries on psychological stability. While Leacock
wrote wittily , Scott and Moodie tried to achieve a kind of ‘eloquence,
often sacrificing vernacular cadences in the process. The style of Grove
(who was born and educated in Germany) still shows some of the traces
of his first language. But while the “story cycle” form would continue
through these years (it is a recurrent form in Canadian writing, a form
later used by Margaret Laurence, Alice Munro, Clark Blaise, Hugh
Hood , Gabrielle Roy , Jack Hodgins, and many others) , the next striking
development in language use would not come until the late 1920s.
Raymond Knister’s 1928 anthology Canadian Short Stories was a
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major turning-point. By highlighting the work of younger writers—in
particular that of Morley Callaghan, who had published some of his
earliest work in This Quarter and The E'zile,.journals associated with Ezra
Pound and the European Modernists—Knister demonstrated how the
force of the stories by the new generation of writers lay not in plot but
in character, and in the way the terse handling of linguistic form re-
vealed nuances of uncertainty. The skape of a Callaghan sentence is im-
portant to what it says (the same could be said of sentences by Hugh
Hood, John Metcalf, Clark Blaise, Alice Munro). In “A Sick Call,”
for instance, much depends on the contrasts between “and” (signifying
equivalences of value) and “but” (signifying exceptions). Out of this
structural distinction grow the moral choices that are revealed in the
characters’ behaviour. Gone from these stories is any sense of exotic sur-
roundings and elaborate plotted action; fantasy and whimsy are also
rare. Diction, cadence, word order, rhythm, pacing. these are the terms
of analysis that a Callaghan story invites a critic to use. Yet Callaghan’s
stories involve readers at the same time in moral choices—and in recog-
nizing that ethical commitment does not always free people from moral
dilemmas, in “real life. ” The “free indirect discourse” (the point of
view that looks like “third person”but is handled so as to convey the in-
ner thoughts, perhaps even the kinesthetic reactions, of the person being
so described) permits the author to stand outside his or her subject but to
use the subject’s own charactreistic idiom. And through this idiom are
presented the social tensions that derive from people’s limited perspec-
tives. Language, these stories suggest, is a medium that shapes—and is
shaped by—social attitudes. Language can by a force for change, there-
fore, or a way to reinscribe the status quo. Whatever the case, no lan-
guage is politically neutral; no language, consequently, can be divorced
from the social conditions in which it is used.

The so-called “real world” —the world of economic and religious
conflict, or urban pressure and rural violence, of social distinctions and
ethnic margins—came to preoccupy Canadian writers in the 1930s, as it
did the writers of many other countries. In the stories of this time,

'90



literary characters—with common sense, grace, goodwill, and family
or community support—sometimes managed to transcend their circum-
stances; and sometimes the circumstances defeated them. Art, in other
words, was finding in “real life” a quiet heroism and a pitiable failure
which mirrored, in some respects, Canadian social experience during the
middle decades of the twentieth century. The decade of the 1930s, with
its agricultural failures, drought, and economic depression; the 1940s,
with war in Europe and Asia; the 1950s, with prosperity masking vari-
ous kinds of social discrimination; these were years of social upheaval,
in which writers looked for sighs of strength in the lives, the behaviour,
and the moral principles of individual characters.

At the same time, because of the speed and magnitude of social
change, tradition and traditional language were in question. But if lan-
guage was to be questioned, how was it possible to write at all? Authors
asked not just where meaning lay but also how to convey meaning. Sin-
clair Ross, Ethel Wilson, Ernest Buckler, Margaret Laurence, Henry
Kreisel, Alistair Macleod, Shirley Faessler; repeatedly these writers
looked to a central image to convey their apprehension of a time. They
sought “objective correlatives” in the images of fog (uncertainty , obscu-
rity ), a lamp at noon (a kind of promise in a disordered world ), a pen-
ny in the dust, an abandoned boat, a basket of apples. Specific images
conveyed the particular realities of troubled individuals.

From the 1960s to the 1990s, so many new writers emerged that
generalizations are inevitably flawed and misleading; variety and dif-
ference are the only constants. While some writers meticulously com-
mitted themselves to paradigms of style sanctified by British tradition
(John Metcalf, for example), others (among them Rudy Wiebe, Leon
Rooke, George Bowering, Andreas Schroeder, Audrey Thomas, Matt
Cohen, Jacques Ferron, Madleline Ferron, David Adams Richards, Guy
Vanderhaeghe, Robert Kroetsch, Dave Godfrey) embraced in various
ways the open-form models of postmodernism, magic realism, non-lin-
earity , discontinuous sequence , minimalism, and fantasy , whose sources
are complex and manifold. All these stylists recognized the artifice of
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language; they used it not as a mere end in itself (even the exaggera-
tions, the verbal play, of a Hodgins, or a Carrier, or a Mitchell story
serves ends beyond the words themselves) but broadly speaking as a po-
litical strategy. If ‘words depict a world ,argue these writers, whose words
are they? and whose world is it? What are the systems of value that
words serve , and whose interests are (reflexively) served by the perpet-
uation or rejection of these values?

Characteristically , “postmodern” stories resist the very features of
language that earlier narratives depended on; a clearly-planned plot, for
example, with a climax and a conclusion; clearly-defined characters
whose actions are sufficiently motivated and who behave consistently ; a
realistic (or at least credible) setting, even if the premise of the action
proved to be fantastic; and a logical continuity of development.
Postmodern stories highlight inconsistency instead : plots are abandoned,
if begun at all; actions seems irrational or chaotic or random; fantasy
leads not into utopian possibility but into dystopia}l nightmare; 'endings
prove to be ambiguous. Such stories primarily resist the notion of
“wholeness,” and often deliberately develop strategies to impede the
easy reading of the text. Sometimes these stories interrupt
“conventional” narrative form, for example, with “conventionally non-
literary” texts such as photographs or excerpts from sales catalogues, or
they abruptly adopt the discourse of popular culture,such as comic strips
and song lyrics. Sometimes they even incorporate documentary sketches
into narrative contexts. The intent is to force the reader’s attention on
the power of artifice , whether narrowly literary or more broadly social.

Resisting the notion of social wholeness urges readers to question
the validity of “uniformity” in a pluralist society. Resisting the notion
of universality asks readers to examine the relative ways in which
literary forms can encode values; to question, for example, the relation
between narrative “linearity” and a faith in historical “progress. ” Re-
sisting the notion of literary wholeness invites readers, further, to ask
about canonical values and the selectivity of “dominant” traditions; to
what degree does a particular notion of aesthetic design serve a defined
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(however widely accepted) ethical and social order? Focussing on frag-
mentation and discontinuity instead, postmodern stories probe the arbi-
trariness of language and value. Often they are metatextual—in that
they foreground the writing of the language that’s being used to write
the story—and they invite readers not to watch the action of language
from some supposed objective distance, but actively to take part in the
composition, to realize how people (themselves included) readily at-
tribute value and meaning to arbitrary codes and shapes of speech, al-
ways subjectively, and how they frequently misinterpret others’ inten-
tions in the process.

Interestingly , such designs do not always disslove into chaos,
despair ,or meaninglessness; frequently they champion the power of al-
ternative forms of expression to communicate the persistent values that
have seemingly been lost from the surface of contemporary life—lost in
anonymity , lost in familiarity and automatic convention, lost because of
apathy and inertia. Or they articulate, indirectly , the values of ordinary
people who live their lives on the edges of authority. Not all critics of
society or custom are literary postmodernists, of course. Once again,
however, social contexts can be seen to be having an impact on cultural
production.

In the latter decades of the twentieth century—at a time when
Canadian society, already mobile, is undergoing some remarkable
changes in its ethnic makeup, in its legal constitution, and in its political
and technical relations with the rest of the world—many writers who
regard themselves marginalized by the dominant social and literary
conventions of the day (or who choose to espouse the cause of
“marginalized” peoples) have been embracing cultural politics openly.

.. Pre-eminent among the experiences that were seen to have led to
marginalization were gender, region, race, and class. Many women
resisted the androcentric biases of Canadian law and other institutions as
well as literary practice, and wrote m favour of reform. (The question
arose of whether there might be a “women’s language,” separate from
men’s language in modality and organizational strategy , if not always in
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