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Rushdie in England; Isak Dinesen in Denmark; Albert Camus in France; Italo
Calvino in Italy; Nadine Gordimer, Bessie Head, and Chinua Achebe in Africa H
Lu Xun in China; Abe Akira and Yukio Mishima in Japan. The tradition con-
tinues with a rich diversity of literary forms and styles as new generations of
writers come of age. The significant differences. among contemporary short
stories are in the attitudes toward life that govern an author’s sense of reality
and the literary techniques of expression that these attitudes call forth.

As John Cheever realized, “So long as we are possessed by experience
that is distinguished by its intensity and its episodic nature, we will have the
short story in our literature.” The history of the short story is open-ended, as
befits @ mature and vigorous literary form. The ideal reader is also open to
new writing, ready to be enchanted by the magic of each writer’s imagination,
revealed in his or her engagement with the short story.
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THE ELEMENTS OF FICTION

PLoT

Since the short story is defined as a prose narrative involving one uni-
fied episode or a sequence of related events, plot is basic to this literary form.
Plot is the sequence of events in a story and their relation to one another as
they develop and usually resolve a conflict. Most often, writers present the
events of the plot in a coherent time frame that the reader can follow easily.
When we read, we sense that the events are related by causation, and their
meaning lies in this relation. To the casual reader, causation {or why some-
thing in the plot happened next) seems to result only from the writer’s organi-
zation of the events into a chronological sequence. A more thoughtful reader
understands that causation in the plot of a memorable short story reveais a
good deal about the author’s use of the other elements of fiction as well, espe-
cially characterization.

As the English novelist E. M. Forster realized, plot not only answers
what happened next, but it also suggests why. The psychologist James Hillman
has explained that plot reveals “human intentions. Plot shows how it all hangs
together and makes sense. Only when a narrative receives inner coherence in
terms of the depths of human nature do we have fiction, and for this fiction we
have to have plot. . .. To plot is to move from asking the question And then
what happened? to the question Why did it happen?”

Many readers who enjoy short stories have pondered the question, Why
is a short story short? There seem to be various reasons, but two are funda-
mental. Often the material that the writer takes for his or her story is in itself
restricted, consisting of one incident or a closely related sequence of events.
Or, if the material is broader, the story may be short because the writer has
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Literary critics have made an im
of representation in a narrative (the eve
is referring to) and the written story it
present the action). The critic Norman

story may be short not because its action is inherently small, but rather
because the author has chosen — in working with an episode or plot —to
omit certain of its parts, In other words, an action may be large in size and sl
be short in the telling because not all of it is there,”

A short story can cover the events
Paley’s “A Conversation with My Father” or encompass action that takes
years to conclude, as in Leo Tolstoy’s “The Death of Jvan Dych.” Usually sto-
ries that are static, where little change occurs, are relatively short (as Paley’s),
while more dynamic actions, covering a longer time and involving the charac-
ters’ changes from one state to another, are longer (as Tolstoy’s). Yet the narra-

 tive possibilities are endless. The writer may omit or condense complex
episodes to intensify their dramatic effect (Isaac Babel's “My First Goose”) or
expand a single incident to make a relatively long story (John Barth’s “On
with the Story™”). :

Regardless, the short story usually has an end orientation — the out-
come of the action or the conelusion of the plot—
graphs, what Poe called the “single effect.” The
the limits of this “single effect”

portant distinction between the object
nts or action of the story that the writer
self (the way the author uses words to
Friedman has suggested that “a short

of a brief episode, as does Grace

inherentinits Opening para-
storyteller must stay within
established early on in the narrative. The nov-
elist may conclude a single episode long before the end of a novel and then
pick up the thread of another nartative, or interpret an event from another

angle in a different character’s point of view, chaining episode to episode and

character to character so that each casts light on the others. But a story stops
earlier Its narrative dramatizes a single effect complete unto itself, even if a
writer may conceive of it in the larger framework of a story cycle, such as
Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio, James Joyce’s Dubliners, or Louise
Erdrich’s Love Medicine.

The plot of a short story usually involves a conflict or struggle between
opposing forces. The discerning reader can see it develop in a pattern during
the course of the narration, whether its events

proceed chronologically or are
rearranged with flashbacks, as in Ambrose Bierce’s “An Occurrence at Owl
Creek Bridge.” Even ifa plot lacks a momentous peak in the action, it always
includes the basic pattern of a beginning, a middle, and an end.

In most stories the beginning sets up the problem or conflict; the middle
is where the author introduces various complications that prolong suspense
and make the struggle more meaningful; and the end resolves the conflict to a
greater or lesser degree. In successful stories the

writer shapes these stages
into a complex structure that impresses the reader with its balance and pro-
portion,

The first part of the plot, called the exp
scene, time, and situation. The particular
course, and from author to author. N
Goodman Brown,” for example,
tion, the leave-taking between

osition, introduces characters,
pattern varies from story to story, of
athaniel Hawthorne began “Young

with only a few short paragraphs of exposi-
Goodman Brown and his vonme wife Faith
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Herman Melville devoted pages to exposition ir'! his much 10_nger st.{):y
“Bartleby, the Scrivener,” describing :\he lt;law;ir]er, luts two eccentric copyists,
i i i ing the title character.
and hl%?i::lg ;ae::) (1;? lﬂfl‘;r;s::(i:i%dled the rising action, the dramatizat'ion of
events that complicate the situation and grac.lually intensify the corl;ﬂmt.nlrt;
“Young Goodman Brown” the rising action is twofold. Goodman rgvt\;l s
walk through the forest with the devil, when he -meets Goc?dy'Cloy?e tﬁ: 1 e
hides to spy on the minister and the deacon, is the begmmr;lg 0 hearsi
action. It leads 0 the scene when Goodmar_w Bro?wn looks to tf\:veni] rears 2
young woman'’s lamentations, and sees a pink nbbor’\’ ﬂutter.th roug, b air
and catch on the branch of a tree. After this, he shouts "My Faith is ’;gone.
the reader is told that he has become “the chief horror of the scene.f e ric
Then the narration proceeds to a further developmen? ol t' et nfsn:ﬁg
action, which takes the reader to the climax of the plot ot turning pog;t ?ore:t
story, its emnotional high point. Goodman Broyvn spefadsfthrouc%}t\) ;1 forest
and joins the devil's congregation i.nsid.e the ring of fire o:)rmeti .yate  four
burning pines. He stands beside his wife and prepares.to”p;: tcll-l;amhome
urtholy communion, the scene “beneath the canopy of fire” tha | awthorne
o sca s e ket ichod ot hi o the i
ourage to besee is wife to “resi one”; . -
2::12?: plot.gThe pace of the narration breaks off dramaticaily a: th.les Faoﬁs
In a single sentence Hawthome then shows us Goodman Brown alon
3 by "
cim rl\ulgolzf’ lréiiﬁhxj e;ourth stage of the narration, called the falling action,
where the problem or conflict presented in the ¢arlier sectlf)ns [;ro.}:lecfejs_
toward resolution. This last section of the plot, and the. conc!umgnlw ic o
lows in the final paragraph, is comparatively bn_ef in this story, ba ?Tha:sgto
short exposition at the beginning, Nevertheless, in these last parts o ¢ Ty,
Hawthorne was careful to bring the sequence of related ev_ents., toan iﬁ . e
A story’s ending often contains an elgmf:nt of surprise, just as ) :do rer
stages of narration engage the reader’s cunpmty, he1g}I1te1.1 sluspenitia;e ne é)n -
long the expectation of a satisfying conclusion. There is Litt ei suf:t'p se in find
ing Goodman Brown “a distrustful, if not a desperat.e man” a ert s feartit
night in the forest, but Hawthorne gave the story a final 'anexpc?C st in
the last sentence describing the furgeral. Gof()dmhin 1311:;:;1 ; Zuu;vi\;z:s iy
verse upon his tombstone, for his . _ X
Ilfgav?t(;i)e;uel’s continuition of the nan-.:ﬁtive t(:] :.acf)gmt in tt;;rz; ﬁyt(})lr;ds t}:-_.,lfy m;u;
‘s death places the individual conflict drama _ .
IC:r.agr::t Iigfa?contegt and reveals tz th;aif rea-ldleii: deeper perception of the situa-
i flection of what life is like. .
o aPT)?fa?E::)erlr(ein several ways. It can be an,otxtgrowth of a hiharzc‘:;; 5
personality or will, as in Young Goodman Brown'’s insistence c!n " ; r:m natg
with the devil or in Montresor s insane sch_eme oﬁ revenge agains . od pnato
in Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado. _ It can .be propel er : lz't "
apparent accident of fate, as wheln tgo n;ust;;}:(ée‘fle iﬁixti?xgg;a; o
inter night in Nikolai Gogol’s * ;
r;?::lt:irfif‘r?: 1::,1\: ,fverogoat right off his back. It can be controlled by the setting,
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as in Stephen Crane’s “The Open Boat.” Most often the plots of stories can be

understood as the Interaction of character with circumstances;: for example, in

If_} Scott Fitzgerald's “Babylon Revisited” and Gustave Flaubert’s ~A Simple
eart.”

Plot does not emerge just through the descri

: ption of events in the story.
It can also be carried forward in dialogue, as when Hawthorne introduced the

: Y as the plot moves along, anticipat-
Ing a turn of events which may or may not go along with our expectations. In
t]"lE opening of Flannery O’Connor’s “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” we can
visualize the grandmother beginning the ear trip dressed in navy blue trimmed
with white organdy and lace and a sachet of cloth violets so that “in case of an
accident, anyone seeing her dead on the highway would know at once that she
was alady.” Later in the story we learn that although she survives the car acci-
dent, being dressed so neatly doesn‘t save her from being killed by the Misfit
after she pleads with him, “I know you wouldn’t shoot aladyt”

Regardless of the author’s method of narration, the goal is the same; The
writer of short stories must shgw the reader what is
matic action of the plot and the other elements of th
itly fell the reader what to think. Invention, not prea
Hawthorne dramatized his own final judgmen
inventing the detail of his tombstone,

e story, and not just explic-
ching, enchants the reader,
t of Goodman Brown by
not by concluding with an explicit,

alive. The illusion of reality must alwa
end of the story, events should continue to unfold with the easy forward

movement of an apparently endless silk handkerchief drawn from a skillful
magician’s coat sleeve,

CHARACTER

I you are like most pecpie, plot is what ke
read a story, and character is wh

. _ always
Just people. Various authors have experimented with trees, chairs, and shoes

as characters or with animals, such as the German shepherd and the monkey
in Charles Johnson's “Menagerie.” But when We say character, we usually
mean a person. With a plot we do not just ask, What next? We also ask, Why?

The answer is usually found in the characters, who are Plausible if we
can understand their actions. The characters themselves don’t always have a

Sequence. Assuming a relation between the events and the cha
the story seem coherent. :
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How are the characters in a short story to be understood? Any discus-
sion of character tends to drift sooner or later into a value judgment, since our
principles of definition and evaluation for fictional characters are based on the
ones we use for real people, controversial and confused as they may be for
most of us. The important distinction to remember js that we are reading
about fictional characters in a short story, not real ones.

We are on firmer ground in literary discussions when we analyze the
writer’s method of characterization as well as the character s personality. We
know that Montresor is a murderer in Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado,” but
pigeonholing his character does not bring us very close to understanding the
miracle of horror that Poe accomplished in the story. We can approach it more
readily by relishing the language Poe used in dialogue and description to
show us the specific mental processes of his main character as he proceeds
with his obsessive plan to avenge his honor.

In all successful ficion characters come alive as individuals. They must
materialize on the page through the accumulation of details about their
appearance, actions, and responses, as seen, heard, and felt physical realities.
Hawthorne told us little about the physical appearance of Goodman Brown
except that he is young and newly married. We do not even know his first
name — “Goodman” was used by the Puritans as a title of respect for men in
the community who owned land. We know more about his wife — her name
is Faith, she is pretty and affectionate, and she wears pink ribbons on her cap.

The lack of physical details about him makes Goodman Brown less than
flesh and blood to most readers. He remains an abstraction in a moral allegory.
Thus Hawthorne was able to reveal more clearly the figure of a man on tria]
for his belief in good and evil. As we are caught up in reading the story, Good-
man Brown’s actions as a fictional "person” provoke our curiosity and his
responses arouse our alarm. If he continues to interest us after we have fin-
ished reading the story, it is because we are fascinated, as Hawthorme was,
with the moral dilemma that the narrative dramatizes.

Characters are sometimes called round or flat. For characters in a story to
emerge as round, the reader must feel the Play and pull of their actions and
responses to situations. If the reader sees the characters as capable of alterna-
tives, then the characters become more real, or round. Characters can aiso be
called dynamic or siatic, Ivan Ilych in Leo Tolstoy’s story “The Death of Ivan
Ilych” is both round (he has a multifaceted personality as presented in the
story) and dynamic (he changes). His wife is both flat and static, or so we
think from her brief appearances.

Each writer of short fiction puts his or her own emphasis on character, An
attentive reader can perceive that Anton Chekhov and Jorge Luis Borges, for
example, did not develop characters in the same way., Chekhov, a great
nineteenth-century realist, placed highest emphasis on character, believing
that it determines our fate, Borges, a contemporary teller of philosophical
tales, believed that our subjective nature makes it impossible for us to under-
stand the essential riddle of human action, so he made plot more important
than character.

Different fictional worlds make different demands on the reader, who



realizes that the importance given to characterization by various storytellers is
an indication of their vision of life. Regardiess of the emphasis on character,
what is most important is the truth of the fictional character, flat or round,

tets, the writer must be able to Suggest enough complexity to engage the
reader’s emotions or the story will not be a succesg,

SETTING

Salem village during Puritan times, but the mass of details about the physical
landscape are not given to us until Goodman Brown enters the forest. Then
Hawthorne painted a gloomy growth of “innumerable trunks and . . |, thick

-boughs overhead” that serves as the main scene for his character’s troubled
journey. Sometimes the setting is merely the backdrop for the action, as while
Goodman Brown talks with Faith in the first scene; at other times it s central
to the action, as it becomes when Goodman Brown enters the forest.

When the writer locates the natrative in a physical setting, the reader is
moved along step by step toward acceptance of the fiction. The external reality
of the setting is always an appearance, an illusion, a mirage of language ag
insubstantial as a shimmering oasis in a desert or a Puritan wilderness evoked
in 1835 with the words on the page of a young author’s manuscript. Yet this
in.vented setting is essential if the reader is to be given the opportunity to

man Brown enters the dark, tangled world of the forest surrounding Salem
village, the reader may perceive that he really enters the dreary, dark world of
his ewn mind, which has brought him to exchange the companijonship of his
young wife for the dubious attractions of the devil,

The setting of a story furnishes the location for its world of feeling, the

Place helps make the characters seem real, but, to be most effective, the
setting must also have a dramatic use. It must be shown, or at least felt, to
affect character or plot. The gloom of the forest increases the doubt in Good-
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POINT OF View

As a specific literary term, point of view refers to the author’s choice of a
harrator for the story. In giving an account of the events in a story, the author
must decide whether to employ a first-person narrator, using the pronoun
“L” or a third-person narrator, using the pronouns “he,” “she,” and “they.” (The
second-person narrator, “you,” is rarely used, since a forced identification of
the reader with the fictional world is usually difficult to maintain success-
fully.) If the chosen point of view is not right for the complete dramatic order-
ing of the subject, the narrative will not reveal all its possibilities to the writer,
and the pattern of the story will be incomplete. If Hawthorne had chosen to
tell his story from the peint of view of Goodman Brown, for example, using
the first-person narrator to describe how an evening in the forest with the
devil ruined his life forever, it is likely that the story would have struck the
reader as the gloomy ruminations of a religious fanatic. It would also neces-
sarily have ended with Goodman Brown's death, and its larger meaning
would not have emerged so explicitly,

The most frequently used ways of telling stories fall into two major cate-
gories:

First-person narration (narrator apparently a participant in the story)

a. Aumajor character
b. A minor character

Third-person narration (narrator a nonparticipant in the story)

a. Omniscient — seeing into the minds of all characters
b. Limited omniscient — seeing into one or, infrequently, two characters’

minds
c. Objective — seeing into none of the characters’ minds.

First-Person Narrator

When the narrator is one of the characters in the story, he or she can be
cither a major or a minor character in the action. Poe's “The Cask of Amontl-
lado” presents the narrator as the central character. By contrast, Joseph Con-
rad’s “Heart of Darkness” is a frame story that begins with first-person
narration by a character so minor that he exists mostly to introduce the person
who will proceed to narrate the story.

The first-person narrator can move freely within the fictional world, and
he or she can approach other fictional characters as closely as one human being
can approach another, but the narrator has no way of understanding these
characters except by observation of what they say and do. By making his nar-
rator a major character in the action, Poe intensified the impact of Montresor’s
insane behavior, showing us his apparent imperviousness to the horror of
what heis doing.

The authority of a first-person narrator is limited, although it is immediate



he or she is usyay tellin
story that happened in the Past. But his or h itati i Y g 2
are not always trustworthy, °t meditations, like Montresor s,

_ The biased report of the first-person na,
nificance in the story, since there jg often a di
she sees characters and events and the reader’s
F}t the end of “The Cask of Amonh'llado,” M

In “Bartleby, the Scrivener,” Melville also chose
story. The lawyer tells us he is sympathetic to Bartleb

another screen aroung Bartieb
green folding screen” he Places around hig employ
lawyer‘s suggestions to Bartleby that he seek other
as a bartender or entertaining a young gentleman wi
50 ludi_crously inappropriate that they serve 1o heighten our sense of the
mysterious nature of the scrivener’s behavior, Bartleby’s four quiet wards “T
prefer not to” reverberate against the constant stream of the lawyer’s well-

intentioned but self-important explanations, The stor woul i
: : . d -
ently if Melville had Jet Bartleby narrate it ¢ roadvery dife

Third-Persgn Narrator

'Ihe_ammsczent point of view of third-person narration is most clegrf
apparerft in fairy tales beginning “Once UPOn a time,” when the teller knows
everything there is to know about all the characters, both inside and our—
what they think and feel as well ag what they do. I the hands of a master such

-as Hawthorne, 5 feeling for the complexity of human life emerges through the

dering of experience, as is Tolstoy in “The Death of Iva
combination of the author’s great imaginative abij
Invests the varioys characters and scenes with g
them without question,

Limited omnisciony narration is usyall i i
. Y confined to revealing the thoughts
of one character. This method was first developed in fiction by Gustga}:ze
Flauberfl, who exchanged the distancing of “once upon a time” (with ity implied
moral view) for an interior, more subjective view o
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the story without really evaluating or commenting on the actions, which
speak for themselves.

Henry James formulated another theory about limited omniscient narra-
tion. He referred to certain characters in his stories as the central intelligence.
Stories told by this method of narration are not always about a single central
character. They do, however, involve a character, placed at the center of the
story’s action, through whose “intelligence” the author registers and evalu-
ates everything that happens, including what happens to and within the char-
acter. In this kind of story, such as James Jovce's “The Dead,” this character’s
psyche is the stage for the drama. Having established this single evaluating
intelligence, the writer may range over the whole cast of characters and dra.

gence, who may not understand what is going on at the time but will finaliy
perceive the truth. In “The Dead” the central character, Gabriel Conroy, sees
himself as a very different man at the end of the story from the man he imag-
ined himself at the beginning, The actual drama of the story is not the events
described but rather Gabriel’s growth in moral awareness. _

The stories of Stephen Crane are another variant of the limited omni-
scient point of view. The narration may at any given moment in a Crane story
reveal a different character’s perceptions and feelings. In “The Open Boat”
Crane rendered the sensations of the various Participants in the shipwreck,
subtly changing his perspective to borrow the eyes, ears, and tactile senses of
all four men in the boat. If the war correspondent has the last word, it is
because the author found him the best person to say what the pattern of the
story required at that point. _

Objective narration presents what appears to be a detached perspective
on the characters and the plot of a story. Setting, action, and dialogue are laid
out on the page without the narrator’s comments or the characters’ reflection,
When Conrad said that Maupassant was interested in using only facts to tell
his story, Conrad was implying that Maupassant was attempting cbjective
narration. Maupassant himself insisted on his “personal view" as a writer and
his selectivity Presenting “the illusion of reality.” For example, Maupassant’s
“personal view” included a snobbish disdain for the social-climbing wife
from a modest background in “The Necklace,” apparent in his choice of words
in the first page of the story.

Hemingway is an example of an author attempting a more rigorous use
of objective narration. In “Hiils Tike White Elephants,” the reader must sup-
ply the interpretation for the characters’ tense dialogue. This technique often

themselves to feel or say about their situation,

Narration can be classified into further subcategories — for example,
stream-of-consciousness first- or third-person narrator — but the different ways
of telling stories available to writers are always more flexible than rigid cate-
gories imply, Franz Kafka, who used Gregor Sansa as his central intelligence
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through most of “The Metamorphosis,” continued the story well beyond Gre-
gor’'s death. Awareness of the pattern of narcation helps the reader become
sensitive to the construct of language that is the story. The way the story is
written is an essential part of what it is saying. As a creation of the writer, the
narrative voice is always part of the “lie” of fiction, not always identical with

the voice of the writer telling the story. Good readers remember Lawrence’s
dictim: Trust the tale, not the teller.

STYLE AND VOICE

Style is the characteristic way an author uses language to create short fic-
tion. On its most basic level, style is the result of the writer’s habitual use of
certain rhetorical patterns, including sentence length and complexity, word
choice and placement, and punctuation. Suggested by the verbal patterns of
literary style, voice is an essential element of all goed fiction, Voice is the total
effect of the author’s rhetorical and stylistic choices. It can be flat, as in Mar-
garet Atwood’s “Happy Endings,” to suggest the narrator’s psychological
exhaustion. Or voice can be exuberant, as in Toni Cade Bambara’s “The Les-
son,” suggesting the naiveté of the young narrator.

The way that authors use language to tell a story conveys the quality of
their mind to the reader. As we follow the story on the page we seem to hear
the narration as well as understand it. Eudora Welty once said that “my own
words, when I am at work on a story, T hear too as they go, in the same voice
that I hear when I read in books. When I write and the sound of it comes back
to my ears, then I act to make my changes. I have always trusted this voice.”
From the reader’s initial encounter with the first words on the page, the voice
of the storyteller is the agent that evokes the imaginary landscape of fiction
and conveys part of the story’s meaning, For exarnple, D. FI. Lawrence’s fairy-
tale tone at the beginning of “The Rocking-Horse Winner” prepares the reader
for the strange, otherworldly events as the story progresses.

An author’s choice of fore in a narrative conveys his or her unstated atti-
tudes toward the story. The dry restraint in Hawthorne's comment about
Goodman Brown's “excellent resolve” as he furns the cormer by the meeting-
house and enters the forest is an example of the way tone contributes to
Hawthorne's dignified, lofty prose style. A subtle irony, drawing attention to
the differences between what is said in the omniscient point of view of the sto-
ryteller and what Hawthomne really thought, helped him keep an emotional
distance from his characters suitable to the level of abstraction he created in
the narrative. In contrast, Sherwood Anderson used everyday speech and
more understated irony to set up a feeling of intimacy with the reader. This
narrative voice suggests a sympathy for the characters in the realistic stories
about frustrated, small-town lives, as in “Death in the Woods.”

Be careful in judging the tone of stories that have been translated from
foreign languages. It is nearly impossible for a translation to capture the exact

tone of the original language, even if it renders most other details of the story
accurately,
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SYMBOLISM AND ALLEGORY

Aliterary symbol can be anything in a story’s setting, plot, or characteri-
zation that suggests an abstract meaning to the reader in addition to its literal
significance. Consider the pear tree in bloom outside the window in Katherine.
Mansfield’s “Bliss.” Literally full of fragile pear blossoms, the tree is an
abstract symbol of the awakening sexuality of the young wife in the story, sug-
gesting her innocence and purity, That her husband’s mistress also responds
to the beauty of the pear tree deepens the irony of Mansfield’s story.

The total context of a story often suggests a symbolic as well as literal
reading of the narrative, After closing the anthology and thinking about a
story you've just read, you may be struck by the way some elements of the
story suggest deeper meaning by eliciting your emotional responses. Chat-
lotte Perkins Gilman used the claustrophobic setting of her story “The Yellow
Wallpaper” to help her reverse and subvert her readers’ traditiona! associa-
tions about marriage. Instead of being a conventional symbol of home —
safety, comfort, and refuge — the house in the story becomes a symbol of the
wife's imprisonment and degradation.

Symbols are not always interpreted the same way by different readers.
Faith’s pink ribbons in “Young Goodman Brown” may symbolize her youth
and innocence to one reader, and her femininity and coquettishness to
another. Faith is such an abstract character that either interpretation is pos-
sible. Regardless of how the symbol of the pink ribbons is interpreted, they are
experienced as a dominant image in the somber landscape of Hawthorne’s fic-
tion. Some readers may even see them as an example of Hawthorne's explo-
ration of the ambiguous nature of signs, similar to the ambiguous nature of
Goodman Brown's night in the forest. Symbols are more eloquent as specific
images — visual ideas — than any paraphrase, unifying the story and sug-
gesting infinitely more than they state.

A story becomes an allegory when all the characters, places, things, and
events represent symbolic qualities, and their interactions are meant to reveal
a moral truth, Whereas symbolism results from the multiple meanings inher-
ent in a good story, allegory tends to have a fixed meaning. Hawthome's
"Young Goodman Brown” and Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery” seem to exist
more on the abstract, symbolic level of moral allegory than as realistic fiction
in most readers’ imaginations. Kafka's genius in describing Gregor’s internal
state in “The Metamorphosis” is 50 extraordinary that we read the details of
the fantasy story quite literally; to many readers its allegorical meaning as a
fable of alienation seems more restrictive and less compelling than Kafka’s
painful dramatization of Gregor's waking nightmare after he finds himself
transformed into a monstrous insect.

THEME

Theme is a generalization about the meaning of a story. While the plot of
a story can be summarized by saying what happened in the action (a young
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Puritan husband loses his faith in God and humankind after attending a
witches” coven}, the theme is an even more general statement of the meaning
of the story (losing faith can destroy a person’s life}, It is often difficult for
readers to find words to describe what a story means. Sometimes, after many
futile minutes of trying to “boil down” a story to a one-sentence essence, the
words that come irresistibly to mind are the ones written in another context by
the American poet Archibald MacLeish: “A poem should not mean / But be.”

What makes the statement of a theme so difficult is that the theme must
be true to any and all of the specific details in the narrative. This is the test to
apply to a theme, once it has been stated. Finding a summary of the plotora
statement of the theme does not mean that you understand a story and so can
skip reading it, however. The theme or meaning of any good story is insep-
arable from the language of the complete narrative. In fact, the way the writer
fleshes out a dramatic structure to embody the theme is, in the final sense, the
most important achievement of the story, infinitely more significant than the
bare theme standing alone in its unconvincing nakedriess on a sheet of note-
book paper. A reader who does not know this should try to re-create a story
from memory after writing a one-sentence summary of its theme.

Some readers tend to look for moral judgments about good and evil
when they think about the meaning of a story, but literature does not demand
that they do. It is possible that an interesting, well-constructed story also con-
tains a meaning with these moral implications, as Hawthome's “Young Good-
man Brown” does, but the impulse to tell a story can just as well arise from the
mysterious and inexplicable human urges to question, to communicate, and
to create, to provide a personal expression in narrative form of our sense of what
life is like. As John Gardner understood, “Good fiction is written to examine
social, psychological, and metaphysical truths, not to illustrate them.” '

The storyteller says, “Let me tell you how itis,” and our interest as read-
ers is always in what the story can show us about human experience. Theme is
an abstract formulation of that truth, the author’s vision of the meaning of life.

Anton Chekhov’s theme in “The Lady with the Pet Dog,” for instance, is better ,

rendered not as a tnoral injunction {do not commit adultery) but as a state-
ment of a deep truth (love is a serious business). The same theme emerges
from scores of other stories. We can understand the limitations of theme as a
substitute for the work of art, but our atternpt to state the theme is not neces-
sarily foolish or misleading. Often it can help us understand the story better.
Most writers do not like to tell what their stories are “about.” Even when
they do, as Flannery O"Conner did in her explanation of the theme of “A Good
Man Is Hard to Find” or as William Faulkner did in “A Rose for Emily,” some
readers agree intellectually but not emoticnally with the writer’s interpretation.
OrConnor said she understood that her story might be read in different ways by
different people, but she could have written it only with the one meaning she
had in mind. She also insisted that a story is not the sum total of its theme or
abstract meaning but rather what she called its “experienced” meaning: “A
story is a way to say something that can't be said any other way, and it takes
every word in the story to say what the meaning is. .. . When anybody asks
what a story is about, the only proper thine is to tell him to read the storv.”
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Theme comes last in a discussion of the elements of fiction because all
the other elements must be accounted for in determining it. The structure and
theme of a story are fused like the body and soul of a reader; their interaction
creates a living pattern. While the various actions of the plot must strike the
reader as realistic and inevitable, the complete truth that it reveals is in essence
indefinable and untranslatable outside the story. Trying to arrive at the theme

‘of a story teaches us that no statement of it can be final, except that magical

entity, the story itself. As Leo Tolstoy once told a friend:

The most important thing in a work of art is that it should have a kind
of focus, i.e., there should be some place where all the rays imeet or
from which they issue. And this focus must not be able to be completely
explained in words. This indeed is one of the significant facts about a
true work of art — that its content in its entirety can be expressed only
by itself.



