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154 THE MAKING OF A STORY

the common platitudes regarding the short story. “The real problem is that
the most obvious answer is the most correct,” she writes. “We know what
a short story is: a work of fiction of a certain length, a length with appar-
ently no minimum.”

As Joyce Carol Oates agrees in her introduction to The Oxford Book of
American Short Stories:

Formal definitions of the short story are commonplace, yet there is none
quite democratic enough to accommodate an art that includes so much vari-
ety and an art that so readily lends itself to experimentation and idiosyn-
cratic voices. Perhaps length alone should be the sole criterion? Whenever
critics try to impose other, more subjective strictures on the genre (as on any
genre) too much work is excluded.

Unlike many theorists, neither Prose nor Oates dictates that to be a
“real story” a piece must contain easily identifiable components, or fulfill
any given form. For Prose, there is one basic requirement other than that
of length (Prose writes that some literary critics believe Joseph Conrad’s
“Heart of Darkness” stretches the length of a short story as far as it can go
witholtt being considered a novella): a short story cannot be summarized;
it contains some irreducible germ at its heart that defies expression. In
this, she is echoing the words of Flannery O’Connor and Goethe, as we
discussed earlier: that true literature “resists paraphrase” and “finds the
general in the particular.”

Oates adds another requirement: that “no matter its mysteries or exper-
imental properties, it achieves closure—meaning that, when it ends, the
attentive reader understands why.” In other words (my words), a story
that is a real story delivers a unit of satisfaction to the reader that cannot
be delivered by merely summarizing the events of the story. In some cases,
this sense of closure might be very subtle. Joyce Carol Oates’s own
“Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?” (pp. 72-86) often frus-
trates readers because it seems to end before the end, yet a careful reading
of the work shows that it has indeed reached closure—and very powerful
closure indeed.

And then we have Henry James. Although at one point, Henry James
seemed to be quite certain that there were rules governing what a story
was and wasn’t (among other things, he wrote that a short story “can’t be
a “story’ in the vulgar sense of the word. It must be a picture; it must illus-
trate something . . .”), in his famous essay, “The Art of Fiction,” James says
that the “good health” of an art demands that it be “perfectly free.” He
was talking about novel writing (rebutting an essay that tried to lay out all
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the rules a novel must supposedly obey to be a novel), but we can extend
what he says to the short story as well. James goes on to write:

[Art] lives upon exercise, and the very meaning of exercise is freedom. The
only obligation to which in advance we may hold a novel without incurring
the accusation of being arbitrary, is that it be interesting. That general
responsibility rests upon it, but it is the only one I can think of.

Let’s continue building our definition of what a short story is by bor-
rowing this nugget of wisdom as well: the short story has the obligation to
be interesting.

So what do we have as our final, composite definition of a short story?
A short work of prose, with no minimum number of words and a maxi-
mum length of, say, 20,000 words (that should be generous enough). And
the only three requirements we will put on it ahead of time are that it be
interesting, resist paraphrase, and end up providing some unit of satisfac-
tion, or sense of completeness, to the reader.

The Conflict-Crisis-Resolution Model

One of the first things we must address in a section on story is the cOnflict-
crisis-resolution model. It is so predominant that many young writers—as
well as a good number of experienced teachers—feel that a story is not a
real story unless it fits into this model.

According to this definition of a short story, there is always an “arc” to
a narrative that looks like the diagram below:

o A

Called the Freitag triangle after the nineteenth-century literary critic
who first formulated this theory, the idea is that every story has conflict
that gradually intensifies and culminates in a crisis, after which there is a
resolution.

We can be even more specific and label no less than five different stages
of a short story, according to Freitag: the beginning is called the exposition,
which provides background on the characters, the setting, the situation,
etc.; the next stage is called the rising action, during which the character(s)
face increasingly intensive conflict; then the climax, or culmination of the
conflict; after that the falling action, or denouement, during which the ten-
sion is palpably eased; and, finally, the resolution, or ending.

You can find this diagram, or one like it, in just about every book on fic-
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158 THE MAKING OF A STORY

vectors more clearly and cleanly, then modular design is additive. The writer
adds and arranges more and more modular units which may be attractive in
themselves for all sorts of different reasons, but which also must serve the pur-
pose of clarifying the overall design of the text as a whole. . ..

What modular design can do is liberate the writer from linear logic, those
chains of cause and effect, strings of dominoes always falling forward.

One of the most famous examples of modular design is the story “In the
Heart of the Heart of the Country” by William Gass. Although you might
be able to piece together a sort of narrative (English professor has affair
with student that ends, leaving him heartbroken) that’s hardly what the
story is about. (If it were, why include all the other matter in there? There
is a lot of geography in there, a lot of details about the town, about the
weather, the neighbors, and so on.) The material is modular; none of it
depends for causality on anything else. You could conceivably move the
different modules around, although there are doubtless some very specific
reasons that the author arranged them precisely as he did.

Even with so-called linear stories, there are a number of reasons why
thinking conflict-crisis—resolution might not be helpful. First of all is the
language used: “conflict” and “rising action” bring to mind fistfights and
guns and rather melodramatic events. Yet think of stories like Grace
Paley’s “Mother” (p. 126) or Anton Chekhov’s “The Lady with the Little
Dog” (pp. 284-98); to use the word “conflict” to describe how they capture
and hold our attention seems incongruous. These characters desire things,
yearn for things; they do not fight or otherwise clash in any obvious or
simplistic way.

Second of all, even stories that follow this model seldom have a steady
rising action that never falters. Instead, there are ebbs and flows in the
story: pockets of tension built up and tension released, all of which con-
tribute to the story’s culmination. Indeed, I prefer to use a diagram I call
the “earthquake model” to indicate how tension can build, subside, then
build again, before arriving at the pivotal moment, or climax.

Third, and finally, abstract theory is simply not where stories come
from. They come from some dark, secretive place, and from material that
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doesn’t raise its head and jump through hoops when bidden. Knowing the
so-called rules about conflict, crisis, and resolution doesn’t help one write
a good story. It may even impede you, if you feel you have to write by
some formula.

Still, knowing about the conflict—crisis-resolution model can be very
helpfyl after a story has been written. If the story does seem to want to fit
into this general form (and most stories written today do fall within this
domain), knowing the general shape of stories of this kind can be very
useful in editing it.

As Madison Smartt Bell concludes:

It’s easy to get silly with these pictures [the Freitag triangle]. And indeed,
most writers can get by very handily without them (or at any rate, without
actually chalking them on the board) during the process of writing. The dia-
grams are no more than crude representations of the shape which the
writer s intuition should be giving to the material as the process of compo-
sition goes forward. The Freitag triangle is a left brain superimposition over
what is for the most part a right brain activity. But if intuition fails or goes
astray, the triangle and its variants can be quite useful as diagnostic tools,
perhaps even as problem-solving devices.

This is probably the most useful way to think of the Freitag triangle: not
as a model to follow, but as a way of going back into a story and seeing
how it measures up, structurally, to this conventional view of short fiction.
Note my use of “conventional”: this works for stories that want to be con-
ventional conflict-crisis-resolution stories, but never, under any circum-
stances, should it be applied to all stories. If you get nothing else out of this
chapter, please take this with you: you do not have to write to this con-
ventional model.

To m—s.ﬁrw#v, or Not to mﬁmﬁrm.j‘m

About that “unit of satisfaction” we talked about in the last section. How
are we to achieve it?

Another common presumption about short stories, especially recently,
is that a piece is not really a short story unless it culminates in a revelation,
or “epiphany,” as James Joyce described it. The idea is that a character is
brought (or forced into) a state of enlightenment, experiencing a moment
when he or she realizes something of great importance to his or her life.
This is what Aristotle called “recognition” (and which, along with “rever-
sal” and “suffering,” made up what he considered the three parts of plot).

We can see the epiphany model at work in many stories. Two famous
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162 THE MAKING OF A STORY

can be of negative, rather than positive, action: something not done, a sin
not committed, an act o grace not performed. Buta moment of significance
has passed, and things cannot be the same again.

In “Daughters of the Late Colonel” by Katherine Mansfield, the two
adult women, mourning the death of their father, refuse to grow up; they,
have a chance to re-examine their lives, and perhaps determine to live
them differently, but in the end are unable to break through the years of
habit and repression that have smothered them for so long:

She turned away from the Buddha with one of her vague gestures. She
went over to where Josephine was standing. She wanted to say something to
Josephine, something frightfully important, about—about the future and
what. ..

“Don’t you think perhaps—" she began.

But Josephine interrupted her. “I was wondering if now—" she mur-
mured. They stopped; they waited for each other.

“Go on, Con,” said Josephine.

“No, no, Jug, after you,” said Constantia.

“No, say what you were going to say. You began,” said Josephine.

“T'd . .. I'd rather hear what you were going to say first,” said Constantia.

“Don’t be absurd, Con.”

“Really, Jug.”

“Connie!”

“Oh, Jug!”

A pause. Then Constantia said faintly, “I can‘t say what I was going to say,
Jug, because I've forgotten what it was . . . that I was going to say.”

Josephine was silent for a moment. She stared at a big cloud where the sun
had been. Then she replied shortly, “I've forgotten too.”

On Not Becoming Slaves to .H—SOJ\

] feel that discussing story-writing in terms of plot, character, and theme
is like trying to describe the expression on a face by saying where the eyes,
nose, and mouth are,” Flannery O’Connor wrote in her celebrated essay
“Writing Short Stories.” She continues:

You want to know how you can actually write a good story, and further,
how you can tell when you've done it; and so you want to know what the
form of a short story is, as if the form were something that existed outside of
each story and could be applied or imposed on the material. Of course, the
more you write, the more you will realize that the form is organic; that it is
something that grows out of the material, that the form of each story is
unique. [. . .] The only way, I think, to learn to write short stories is to write
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them, and then to try to discover what you have done. The time to think of
technique is when you've actually got the story in front of you.

As we discussed in Chapter 2, one of the things that distinguishes a cre-
ative writer from, say, an accountant or a systems analyst is that the
writer’s process is shrouded in mystery. Writers use their own sense of
not-kndwing to delve into the heart of some ambiguity of personal inter-
est. From these personal mysteries they generate prose that can then grow
and, under the right circumstances, be shaped into a short story, novel, or
creative nonfiction piece. But very few writers know what they are going
to write beforehand. The creative mind usually doesn’t work that way, as
Donald Barthelme writes in his essay “Not Knowing”:

Let us suppose that someone is writing a story. From the world of con-
ventional signs he takes an azalea bush, plants it in a pleasant park. He takes
a gold pocket watch from the world of conventional signs and places it
under the azalea bush. He takes from the same rich source a handsome thief
and a chastity belt, places the thief in the chastity belt and lays him tenderly
under the azalea, not neglecting to wind the gold pocket watch so that its
ticking will, at length, awaken the now-sleeping thief. From the Sarah
Lawrence campus he borrows a pair of seniors, Jacqueline and Jemima, and
sets them to walking into the vicinity of the azalea bush and the handsome,
chaste thief. Jacqueline and Jemima have just failed the Graduate Record
Examination and are cursing God in colorful Sarah Lawrence language.

What happens next?
Of course, I don’t know. It's appropriate to say that the writer is someone who,
confronted with a blank page, does not know anything [emphasis mine].

Willa Cather, alternatively, makes the distinction between writing as an
exercise “as safe and commendable as making soap or breakfast foods”
and what happens when we attempt to create art, “which is always a
search for something for which there is no market demand, something
new and untried, where the values are intrinsic and have nothing to do with
standardized values [emphasis mine].”

So it's always critical to keep in mind that there are no rules in fiction,
only conventions that have been built up over the years based on the way
that writers have crafted their stories. (A convention is “an established
technique, practice, or device,” according to Merriam-Webster's Collegiate
Dictionary.) Conventions can be useful, because they provide successful
models we can emulate and learn from, and which help guide us in the
reading and writing of fiction. But too many beginning writers translate
them into hard-core rules that must be followed. Among all the other rea-
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