| cre is a story, one of the shottest ever written and one of the most
5 _difficult to forget:

A woman is sicting in her old, shuttered house. She knows that she is
alone in the whole world; every other thing is dead. :
The doorbell rings.

In a brief space this small tale of terror, credited to Thomas Bailey Aldrich,
makes itself memorable. Tt sets a promising scene—is this a haunted house’—
introduces a character, and places her in a strange and intriguing situation.
Although in reading a story that is over so quickly we don’t come to know the
character well, for a moment we entet her thoughts and hegin to share her
feelings. Then something amazing happens. The story leaves us to wonder:
who or what rang that bell? o _

Like many richer, longer, more complicated stories, this one, in its few
words, engages the imagination. Evidently, how much a story contains and
suggests doesn’t depend on its size, In the opening chapter of this book, we
will look first at other brief stories—examples of three ancient kinds of fiction,
a fable, a parable, and a tale—then at a contemporary short story. We will
conisider the elemenss of fiction one after another. By seeing a few short stories
broken into their parts, you will come to a keener sense of how a story is put .
togethier. Not all stories are short, of course; later in the book, you will find a
chapter on reading long stories and novels. > R

Here follows a wide variety of stories—with many traditional favorites-
along with some surprising contemporaty selections. Among them, may you
find at least a few you'll enjoy and care to remember. : Co

READING A STORY

 What You Will Learn in This Chapter-

After the shipwreck that marooned him on his desert istand, Robinson
Crusoe, in the novel by Daniel Defoe, stood gazing over the water where
pieces of cargo from his ship were floating by. Along came “two shoes, not
mates.” It is the qualification not mates that makes the detail memorable. We
could well believe that a thing so striking and odd must have been seen, and
not invented. But-in truth Defoe, like other masters of the art of fiction, had
the power to make us believe his imaginings. Borne along by the art of the
storyteller, we trusc what we are told, even though the story may be sheer
fantasy.

THE ART OF FICTION

Fiction (from the Latin fictio, “a shaping, a counterfeiting”) is a name for stories
not entirely factual, but at least partially shaped, made up, imagined. It is true
‘that in some fiction, such as a historical novel, a writer draws on factual infor-
‘mation in presenting scenes, events, and characters. But the factual information
‘iri a historical novel, unlike that in a history book, is of secondary importance.
Many firsthand accounts of the American Civil War were written by men
‘who had fought in it, but few eyewitnesses give us so keen a sense of actual life
‘on the battlefront as the author of The Red Badge of Courage, Stephen Crane,
ho was born afrer the war was over. In fiction, the “facts” may or may not
‘b true, and a story is none the worse for their being entirely imaginary. We
_expect from fiction a sense of how people act, not an authentic chronicle of
W, at some past time, a few people acted. :

Human beings love stories. We put them everywhere-—not only in
oks, films, and plays, but also in songs, news articles, cartoons, and video
‘games, There seems to be a general human curiosity about how other lives,
oth real and imaginary, take shape and unfold. Some stories provide simple
nd predictable pleasures according to a conventional plan. Each episode

o
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of CSI or The Simpsens, for instance, follows a roughly similar structure, so
that regular viewers feel comfortably engaged and entertained. But other
stories may seek to challenge rather than comfore us, by finding new and
exciting ways to tell a tale, or delving deeper into the mysteties of human
nature, or both. '

Literary Iiction .
Literary fiction calls for close attention. Reading a short story by Ernest
Hemingway instead of watching an episode of Gréy's Anatomy is a fittle like
playing chess rather than checkers. 1t isn’t that Hemingway isn't entertaining.
Great literature provides deep and genuine pleasures. But it also requires close
attention and skilled engagement from the reader. We are not necessarily led
on by the promise of thrills; we do not keep reading mainly to find out what
happens next. Indeed, a literary story might even disclose in its opening lines
everything that happened, and then spend the rest of its length revealing what
that happening meant. _ : '
Reading literary fiction is not merely a passive activity, but it is one
that demands both attention and insight-lending participation. In rerturn,
it offers rewards. ln. some works of literary fiction, such as Charlotee Perkins
Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper” and Guy de Maupassant’s “The Neck-
face,” we see more deeply into the minds and heatts of the characters than
we ever see into those of our families, our close friends, our lovers—or even

ourselves.

TYPES OF SHORT FICTION

Modern literary fiction in English has been dominated by two forms: the novel
and the short story. The two have many elements in coramon. Perhaps we will

be able to define the short story more meaningfulty—for it has traits more es- *
sential than just a particular length—if first, for comparison, we consider some
related varieties of fiction: the fable, the parable, and the tale. Ancient forms

whose origins date back to the time of word-of-mouth storytelling, the fable

and the tale are relatively simple in structure; in them we can plainly see ele-

ments also found in the short story (and in the novel).

Fable

The fable is a brief, often humorous narrative told to illustrate a moral. The

characters in a fable are often animals who represent specific human quali-
ties. An ant, for example, may represent a hardworking type of person, ora

lion nobility. But fables can also present human characters, To begin, here is
a celebrated Sufi fable, which has been told and retold by many writers, mos
notably ninth-century Muslim writer Al-Fudhayl bin ‘Tyyadh. (Samarra, b
the way, is a city sixty miles from Baghdad.) ‘ : : oE

Sofi Legend 7

Sufi Legend
Death Has an Appointment in Samarra o es00

One day in Baghdad a man, a student of Sufi, was sitting in the corner of an
inn when he happened to hear two people tatking. From their conversation
the man realized that one of the figures was the Angel of Death, ,

“For the next few weeks,” Death told his companion, “I'm gathering peo-
ple in Baghdad.” As he said this, Death looked over at the man in the comer.

Terrified, the man fled from the tavern and tried to plan some way to
escape Death. He decided that the best course was to leave Baghdad at once
and travel as far away as possible. He hired a fast harse and rode to the town
of Samarra. '

Meanwhile Death met the man’s teacher, who was an old friend. As they
talked about various acquaintances, Death asked the Sufi master about his
student.

“Where is your disciple?” Death asked.

“He is here in Baghdad, busy with his studies,” replied the teacher. “Why do
you ask?”

“J was surprised to see him here,” Death responded. “1 have an appeint-
ment to take him next week, but it is over in Samarra.” .

FElements of Fable

" That brief story seems practically atl skin and bones; that is, it contains little

decoration. For in a fable everything leads directly to the moral, or message,
sometimes stated at the end (moral: “Haste makes waste”). In “Death Has an

: ‘Appointment in Samarra” the moral isn't stated outright; it is merely implied.
How would you state it in your own. words?

You are probably acquainted with some of the fables credited to the Greek
_s}ave Aesop (about 620560 B.c.}, whose stories seem designed to teach les-
sons about human life. Such is the fable of “The Goose That Laid the Golden
Eggs,” in which the owner of this marvelous creature slaughters her to get ar
'_Ehe great treasure that he thinks is inside her, but finds nothing (implied moral:

B_c-'; content with what you have™). Another is the fable of “The Tortoise and
1:1_1_3 Hare” (implied moral: “Slow, steady plodding wins the race”). The charac-
ters in a fable may be talking animals (as in many of Aesop’s fables), inanimate
b_je_cts, or people and supernatural beings (as in “Death Has an Appointment
Samarra”). Whoever they may be, these characters are merely skerched, not

greatly developed. Evidently, it would not have helped the fable to make its

oint if it had portrayed the reacher, the student, and Death in fuller detail. A
ore elaborate description of the tavermn would not have improved the story.
: 'b':_ibly, such a description would strike us as unnecessary and distracting.
s very bareness and simplicity, a fable fixes itself—and irs message—in
ory.
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Aesop
The Nerth Wind and the Sun Bth century B.c.
Translated by V. 8. Vernon Jones

Very liztle is known with certainty about the man called Aesop, but several
accounts and many traditions survive from antiguity. According to the Greek
historian Herodotus, Aesop was a slave on the island of Samos. He gained great
fame from his fables, but he somehow met his death at the hands of the people
of Delphi. According to one tradition, Aesop was an ugly and misshapen man
who charmed and amused people with his stories. No one knows if Aesop himself
wrote down any of his fables, but they circulated widely in ancient Greece and
were praised by Plato, Aristode, and many other authors. His short and witty
tales with their incisive morals have remained constantly popular and influenced
innumerakle later writers.

A dispute arose between the North Wind and the Sun, each claiming
that he was stronger than the other. At last they agreed to try their pow-
ers upon a traveler, to see which could soonest strip him of his cleak. The
North Wind had the first try; and, gathering up all his fotce for the attack,
he came whitling furiously down upon the man, and caught up his cloak
as though he would wrest it from him by one single effort: but the harder
he blew, the more closely the man wrapped it round himself. Then came
the turn of the Sun. At first he beamed gently upon the traveler, who
soon unclasped his cloak and walked on with it hanging loosely about his
shoulders: then he shone forth in his full serength, and the man, before he
had gone many steps, was glad to throw his cloak right off and complete his
journey more lightly clad.

Moral: Persuasion is better than force.

Questions
1. Describe the different personalities of the North Wind and the Sun.

2. What was ineffective about the North Wind’s method of attempting to strip the
man of his cloak?

3. Why was the Sun successful in his attempts? What did he de differently than the
-~ North Wind!

4. What purpose does the human serve in this dispute?
5. Explain the closing moral in terms of the fable.

We are so accustomed to the phrase Aesop’s fables that we might
almost starr to think the two words inseparable, but in fact there have beeri

fabulists (creators or writers of fables) in virtually every culture throughout
recorded history. Here is another fable from many centuries ago, this time =

from India.

Bidpai 9

Bidpai
The Tortoise and the Gecese c. 4th century
Retold in English by Maude Barrows Dutton

The Panchatantra (Pafica-tanira), a collection of beast fables from India, is attributed
to its narrator, a sage named Bidpat, who is a legendary figure about whom almost
nathing is known for certain. The Panchatantra, whick means the “Five Chapters”
in Sanskrit, is based on earlier oral folklove, The collection was composed sometime
between [00 B.C. and 500 A.D. in a Sanskrit oviginal noww lost, and is brimarily known
through an Arabic version of the eighth century and a twelfth-century Hebrew transla-
tion, which is the source of most Western versions of the tales. Other translations spread
the fables as far as central Europe, Asia, and Indonesia.

Like many collections of fubles, the Panchatantra is a frame tale, with an intro-
duction containing verse and aphorisms spoken by ar. eighty-vear-old Brahmin teacher
named Vishnusharman, whe tells the stories over 4 period of six months for the edifi-
cation of three foolish princes named Rich-Power, Fierce-Power, and Endless-Power.
The stories are didactic, teaching niti, the wise conduct of life, and artha, practical
wisdom that stresses cleverness and self-reliance above more altruistic virtues.

A Tortoise and two Geese lived rogether in a pond for many years,
At last there came a drought and dried up the pond. Then the Geese said
to one another, “We must seek a new home quickly, for we cannot live
without water. Let us say farewell to the Tortoise and start at once.”

[ustration for “The Torloise and the
Geese” by E. Boyd Smith (1908).
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When the Tortoise heard that they were going, he trembled with fear,
and besought them by their friendship not to desert him.

“Alas,” the Geese replied, “there is no help for it. If we stay here, we
shall all three die, and we cannot take you with us, for you cannot fly.”

Still the Tortoise begged so hard not to be left behind that the Geese
finally said, “Dear Friend, if you will promise not to speak a word on the
journey, we will rake you with us. But know beforehand, that if you open
your mouth to say one single word, you will be in instant danger of losing
your life.”

“Have no fear,” replied the Tortoise, “but that 1 will be silent until s
you give me leave to speak again. I would rather never open my mouth
again than be left to die alone here in the dried-up pond.”

So the Geese brought a stout stick and bade the Tortoise grasp it fitmly
in the middle by his mouth. Then they took hold of either end and flew off
with him. They had gone several miles in safety, when their course lay over
a village. As the country people saw this curious sight of a Tortoise being
carried by two Geese, they began to laugh and cry out, “Oh, did vou ever
see such a funny sight in all your life!” And they laughed loud and long.

The Tortoise grew mote and more indignant. At last he could stand
their jeering no longer. “You stupid . . .” he snapped, but before he could
say more he had fallen to the ground and was dashed 1o pieces.

Questions
1. Under what condition do the Geese agree to transport the Tortoise!
2. What motivates the Tortoise to break his agteement?
3. How would you summarize the moral of the fable!

Parable

Another traditional form of storytelling is the parable. Like a fable, a parable

is a brief narrative that delivers a moral, but unlike a fable, its plot is plausibly
realistic, and the main characters are human rather than anthropomorphized
animals or natural forces. The other key difference is that parables usually
possess a more mysterious and suggestive tone. A fable customarily ends by

explicitly stating its moral, but parables often present their morals implicitly,
and their meanings can be open to several interpretations.

In the Western tradition, the literary conventions of the parable are
largely based on the brief stories told by Jesus in his preaching. The forty-three
parables recounted in the four Gospels reveal how frequently he used the form
to teach. Jesus designed his parables to have two levels of meaning—a literal
story that could immediately be understood by the crowds he addressed and &
deeper meaning fully comprehended only by his disciples, an inner circle who
understood the nature of his ministry. (You can see the richness of interpreta-
tions suggested by Jesus’s parables by reading and analyzing “The Parable of the

Prodigal Son” from St. Luke’s Gospel, which appears in Chapter 6.) The p
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Chaang Tau

able was also widely used by Eastern philosophers. The Taoist sage Chuang Tzu
ther} portrayed the principles of Tao—which he called the “Way of Nature”—
in witty parables such as the following one, traditionally titled “Independence.”

Chuang. Tzu

Independence Chou Dynasty {4th century 8.0.)

Translated by Herbert Giles

Chuang Chou, usually known as Chuang Tzu (approximately 390-365 B.C.), was
one of the great philosophers of the Chou period in China. He was born in the Sung
feudal state and received an éxcellent education. Unlike most educated men, how-
ever, Chuang Txu did not seek public office ov political power. Influenced by Taoist
philosophy, he belizved that individuals should transcend their desire for success and
wealth, as well as their fear of failure and poverty, True freedom, he maintained,
came from escaping the distractions of worldly affairs. Chuang Trw's writings have
been particularly praised for their combination of humor and wisdom. His parables
and stories are classics of Chinese literature. '

Chuang Tzu was one day fishing, when the Prince of Ch’u sent two high of-
ficials to interview him, saying that his Highness would be glad of Chuang Tzu's
assistance in the administration of his govemnment. The latter quietly fished on,
and without looking round, replied, “I have heard that in the State of Ch'u there
is a sacred tortoise, which has been dead three thousand years, and which the ‘
prince keeps packed up in a box on the altar in his ancestral shrine. Now do you
think that tortoise would rather be dead and have its remains thus honoured,
or be alive and wagging its tail in the mud? The two officials answered that no
doubt it would rather be alive and wagging its tail in the mud; whereupon Chuang
Tzu cried out “Begone! I too elect to remain wagging my tail in the mud.”

Questions o
L. What part of this story is the exposition! How many sentences does Chuang Tzu
“:. use to set up the dramatic situation? ' '

- Why :T]OE:S the protagonist change the subject and mention the sacred tortoise! Why
- doesn't he answe_x_'_the request directly and immediately? Does it serve any purpose
that Chuang Tziymakes the officials answer a question to which he knows the answer?

What; does this story tell us about the protagonist Chuang Tzu's personaliey?
Tale - o0
The name tale (from the Cld English talu, “speech”) is sometimes applied to
ny story, whether short or long, true or fictitious. Tale being a more evoca-
ve name than story, writers sometimes call their stories “tales” as if to imply

omething handgd down from the past. But defined in a more limited sense,
tale is a story, usually short, that sets forth strange and wonderful events
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in more or less bare summary, without detailed character-drawing. “Tale” is
pretty much synonymous with “yarn,” for it implies a story in which the goal is
tevelation of the marvelous racher than revelation of character. In the English
folktale “Jack and the Beanstalk,” we take away a more vivid impression of the
miraculous beanstalk and the giant who dwells at its top than of Jack’s mind
or personality. Because such venerable stories were told aloud before someone
set them down in writing, the storytellers had to limit themselves to brief de-
scriptions. Probably spoken around a fire or hearth, such a tale tends to be less
complicated and less closely detailed than a story written for the printed page,
whose reader can linger over it. Still, such tales can be complicated. It is not
merely greater length that makes a short story different from a tale or a fable:
one mark of a short story is a fully delineated character.

Types of Tales _

Even modern tales favor supernatural or fantastic events: for instance, the tall
tale, a variety of folk story that recounts the deeds of ‘a superhero (such as the
giant lumberjack Paul Bunyan} or of the storyteller. If the storyteller is describ-
ing his or her own imaginary expetience, the bragging yarn is usuatly told with
a straight face to listeners who take pleasure in scoffing at it. Although the fairy
tale, set in a world of magic and enchantment, is sometimes the work of a mad-
etn author (notably Hans Christian Andersen), well-known examples are those
German folktales that probably originated in the Middle Ages, collected by the
Brothers Grimm. The label fairy tale is something of an English misnomer, for
it the Grimm stories, though witches and goblins abound, fairies are a minoriey.

Jakob and Wilhelm Grimm
C_odfather Death '
Translated by Dana Gioia

Jakob Grimm (1785-1863) and Wilhelm Grimm
(17861859}, brothers and scholars, were born near
Franifurt am Main, Germany. For most of their lives
they worked together—lived together, too, even awhen
in 1825 Wilhelm marred. In 1838, as libravians,. they
began toiling on their Deutsch Warterbuch, or Ger-
man dictionary, d vast project that was to outlive them
by a ceneury. (It was completed only in 1960.} In 1840
King Friedrich Wilhelm IV appointed both brothers to
the Royal Academy of Sciences, and both taught at the
University of Berlin for the rest of their days.

The name Grimm is best known to-us for that .
splendid collection of ancient German folk stories we call Grimm’s Fairy Tale

in German, Kinder- und Hausmirchen (“Childhood and- Household Tales®

. 1812 {from osal .T_r'adil.inn)_

Jkob and:
- Wilhelm Grimm:

Jakob and Wilhelm Grisnm 13

1812-1815). This classic work spread German children’s stories around the
world. Many tales we hear early in life were collected by the Grimms: “Hansel
and Gretel,” “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs,” “Rapunzel,” “Tom Thumb,”
“Little Red Riding Hood," “Rumpelsuiltskin.” Versions of some of these tales Iu;d
been written down as early as the sixteenth century, but mainly the brothers relied
on the memories of Hessian peasanis who recited the stories aloud for them,

A poor man had twelve children and had to work day and night just
to give them bread. Now when the thirteenth came into the world, he did
not know what to do, so he ran out onto the main highway intending to
ask the first one he met to be the child’s godfather.

The first person he met was the good Lord Ged, who knew very well
what was weighing on the man’s heart. And He said to him, “Poot man, [ am
sotry for you. ILwill hold your child at the baptismal font. I will take cate of
him and fill his days with happiness.”

The man asked, “Who are you?”" -

“I am the good Lord.”

“Then I don’t want you as godfather. You give to the rich and let the -
poor starve.”

The man spoke thus because he did not know how wisely God
portions out weaith and poverty. So he turned away from the Lord and
went on. P
Then the Devil came up to him and said, “What are you looking for?
If you take me as your child’s sponsor, [ will-give him gold heaped high
and wide and all the joys of this world.” :

The rnan asked, “Who are you?

“I arn the Devil.”

g “Then I don’t want you as godfather,” said the man. “You trick men 10
and lead them astray.” S :

He went on, and bone-thin Death strode up to him and said, “Chaose

me as godfather.,” . :

The man asked, “Who are you?”

. “l am Death, who makes all men equal.”

i, Then the man said, “You are the righr one. You take the rich and the

-poor without distinction. You will be the godfather.”

Death answered, “I will make your child rich and famous. Whoever 15
me as a friend shall lack for nothing.” -

The man said, “The baptism is next Sunday. Be there on time.” .
Death appeared just as he had promised and stood there as a proper
‘godfather. . '

When the boy had grown up, his godfather walked in one day and
%ld to come along with him. Death led him out into the woods, showed
im an herb, and said, “Now you are going to get your christening present.

m making you a famous doctor. When you are called to a patient, [ will .

'!
i
|
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always appear to you. If I stand next to the sick person’s head, you may
speak boldly that you will make him healthy again. Give him some of this
herb, and he will recover. But if you see me standing by the sick person's
feet, then he is mine. You must say that nothing can be done and that no
doctor in the world can save him. But beware of using the herb against my
will, or it will turn out badly for you.”

It was not long before the young man was the most famous doctor in
the whole world. “He needs only to look at the sick person,” everyone said,
“and then he knows how things stand-—whether the patient will get well
again or whether he must die.” People came from far and wide to bring
their sick and gave him so much gold that he quickly became quite rich.

Now it soon happened that the king grew ill, and the doctor was sum-
moned to say whether a recovery was possible. But when he came to the
bed, Death was standing at the sick man’s feet, and now no herb grown
could save him.

“If I cheat Death this one time,” thought the doctor, “he will be an-
gry, but since I am his godson, he will turn a blind eye, so I will risk it.”
He took up the sick man and turned him around se that his head was now
where Death stood. Then he gave the king some of the herb. The king
recovered and grew healthy again. :

But Death then came to the doctor with a dark and angry face and
threatened him with his finger. “You have hoodwinked me this time,” he
said. “And I will forgive you once because you are my godson. But if you try
such a thing again, it will be your neck, and I will take you away with me.”

Not long after, the king’s daughter fell into a serious illness. She was
his only child, and he wepr day and night until his eyes went blind. He
let it be known that whoever saved her from death would become her
husband and inhetit the crown. ' ‘

When the doctor came to the sick girl’s bed, he saw Death standing
at her feet. He should have remembered his godfather’s warning, but the
princess’s great beauty and the happy prospect of becoming her husband
so infatuated him that he flung all caution to the wind.. He didn't notice
that Death stared at him angrily or that he raised his hand and shook his
bony fist. The doctor picked up the sick girl and tumed her around to
place her head where her feet had been. He gave her the herb, and right
away her cheeks grew rosy and she stitred again with life.

When Death saw that he had been cheared out of his property a sec-
ond time, he strode with long steps up. to the doctor and said, “It is all over
for you. Now it's your turn.” Death seized him so firmly with his ice-cold

hand that the doctor could not resist. He led him into an underground:

cavern. There the doctor saw thousands and thousands of candles burning
in endless rows. Some were tall, others medium-sized, and others quite
small. Every moment some went out and others lit up, so that the tiny
flames seemed to jump to and fro in perpetual motion.

0
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“1 ook,” said Death, “chese are the life lights of mankind. The tall
ones belong to children, the middle-size ones to married people in the
prime of life, and the short ones to the very oll. But sometimes even
children and young people have only a short candle.”

“Show me my life light,” said the doctor, assuming it would ke very
rall.

Death pointed to a small stub that seemed about to flicker out.

“Oh, dear godfather!” cried the terrified doctor. “Light a new candle
for me. If you love me, do it, so that | may enjoy my life, become king, and
marry the beautiful princess.”

“That | cannot do,” Death replied. “One candle must first go out 30
befare a new one is lighted.”

“Then put my old one on top of a new candle that will keep burning
when the old one goes out,” begged the doctor.

Death acted as if he were going to grant the wish and picked up a tall
new candle. But because he wanted revenge, he deliberately fumbled in
placing the new candle, and the stub toppled over and went out. The doc-
tor immediately dropped to the ground and fell into the hands of Death.

PLOT

Like a fable, the Grimm brothers’ tale seems stark in its lack of detail and in the
swiftness of its telling. Compared with the fully portrayed characters of many
modern stories, the characters of father, son, king, princess, and even Death -
himself seem hardly more than stick figures. [t may have been that to draw
ample characters would not have contributed to the storytellers’ design; that,
indeed, to have done so would have been inartistic. Yet “Godfather Death” is
2 compelling story. By what methods does it arouse and sustain our interest?

Elements of Plot

Plot sometimes refers simply to the events in a story. In this book, though, plot
will mean the artistic arrangement of those events. From the opening sen-
tence of “Godfather Death,” we watch the unfolding of a dramatic situation:
a person is involved in some conflict. Fisst, this character is a poor man with

children to feed, in conflict with the world; very soon, we find him in conflict

with God and with the Devil besides. Drama in fiction occurs in any clash of
wills, desires, ar pawers—whether it be a conflict of character against char-
acter, character against society, character against some natural force, ot, as in

“Godfather Death,” character against some supernatural entity.

Like any shapely tale, “Godfather Death” has a beginning, a middle, and

" an end. In fact, it is unusual to find a story so cleatly displaying the elements
~ of structure that critics have found in many classic works of fiction and drama.

The tale begins with an exposition: the opening portion that sets the scene (if

_ any), introduces the main characters, tells us what happened before the story
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opened, and provides any other background information that we need in order
to understand and care about the events to follow. In “Godfather Death,” the
exposition is brief—all in the opening paragraph. The middle section of the
story begins with Death'’s giving the herb to the boy and his warning not to
defy him. This moment introduces a new conflict (a complication), and by
this time it is clear that the son and not the father is to be the central human

character of the story.

Protagonist Versus Antagenist

Death’s godson is the principal person who strives: the protagonist (a better
term than hero, for it may apply equally well to a central character who is not
especially brave or virtuous). The suspense, the pleasurable anxiety we feel
that heightens our attention to the story, resides in our wondering how it will
all turmn out. Will the doctor triumph over Death? Even though we suspect,
early in the story, that the doctor stands no chance against such a supethuman
antagonist, we want to see for ourselves the outcome of his defiance.

Crisis and Climax_

When the doctor defies his godfather for the first time—when he saves the
king —we have a crisis, a moment of high tension. The tension is momen-
tarily resolved when Death lets him off. Then an even greater crisis—the
tutning point in the action—occurs with the doctor’s second defiance in re-
storing the princess to life. In the last section of the story, with the doctor in
the underworld, events come to a climax, the moment of greatest tension at
which the outcome is to be decided, when the terrified doctor begs for a new
candle. Will Death grant him one? Will he live, become king, and marry the
princess? The. outcome or conclusion—also called the resolution or dénoue-
ment (French for “the untying of the knot”)—quickly follows as Death allows
the little candle to go out.

Narrative Techniques
The treatment of plot is cne aspect-of an author’s artistry. Different arrange-
ments of the same material are possible. A writer might decide to tell of the

events in chronological order, beginning with the eatliest; or he or she might

open the story with the last event, then tell what led up to it. Sometimes a
writer chooses to skip rapidly over the exposition and begin in medias res
(Latin for “in the midst of things”}, first presenting some exciting or significant
moment, then filling in what happened earlier. This method is by no means a

modern invention: Homer begins the Odyssey with his hero mysteriously late
in returning from war and his son searching for him; John Milton’s Paradisé Lost-
opens with Satan already defeated in his revolt against God. A device useful
to writers for ﬁlhng in what happened earlier is the flashback {or retrospect}; 3
a scene relived in a characrer’s memory. Alternatively, a storyteller can try.
to incite our anticipation by giving us some foreshadowing or indication of.
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events to come. In “Godfather Death” the foreshadowings are apparent in
Death’s warnings (“But if you try such a thing again, it will be your neck”).

THE SHORT STORY

The teller of tales relies heavily on the method of summary: terse, general
narration. In a short story, a form more realistic than the tale and of modem
otigin, the writer usually presents the main events in greater fullness. Fine
writers of short stories, although they may use sumrary at times {often to
give some portion of a story less emphasis), are skilled in rendering a scene:
a vivid or dramatic moment described in encugh detail to create the illusion
that the reader is practically there. Avoiding long summary, they try to show
rather than simply to tell, as if following Mark Twain’s advice to authors:
“Don’t say, ‘The old lady screamed.” Bring her on and let her scream.”

A short story is more than just a sequence of happenings. A finely
wrought short story has the richness and conciseness of an excellent lyric
poem. Spontaneous and natural as the finished story may seem, the writer has
crafted it so artfully that there is meaning in even seemingly casual speeches
ancl apparently trivial details. If we skim it hastily, skipping the descriptive
passages, we miss significant parts.
¢ Some literary short stories, unlike commercial fiction in which the main
_interest is in physical action or conflict, tell of an epiphany: some moment
2 of insight, discovery, or revelation by which a character’s life, or view of life,
~is greatly altered. The term, which means “showing forth” in Greek, was first
_-:u$ed in Christian theology to signify the manifestation of God’s presence
inn the world. This theological idea was adapted by James Joyce to refer to a
heightened moment of secular revelation. (For such moments in fiction, see
the stories in this book by Joyce, John Steinbeck, and Joyce Carol Qates.)
5.-_Other short stories tell of a character initiated inro experience or maturity:
- one such story of initiation is William Faulkner’s “Barn Bumning” {Chapter 5),
- in which a boy finds it necessary to defy his father and suddenly grows into
g manhood. Less obviously dramatic, perhaps, than “Godfather Death,” such a
story may be no less powerful.

1. The fable and the tale are ancient forms; the short story is of more recent
Corigin. In the nineteenth century, writers of fiction were encouraged by a
‘large, literate audience of middle-class readers who wanted to see their lives
 teflected in faithful mirrors. Skillfully representing ordinary life, many writers
pe_ljfected the art of the short story: in Russia, Anton Chekhov, and in Amer-
ica, Nathaniel Hawthome and Edgar Allan Poe {although the Americans
seem less fond of everyday life than of dream and fantasy). It would be false
to claim that, in passing from the fable and the tale to the short story, fiction
:has made triumphant progress; or to claim that, because shorr stories are
modern, they are superior to fables and tales. Fable, tale, and short seory are
c__hstlnct forms, each achieving its own effects. Far from being extinct, fable
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and tale have enjoyed a resurgence in recent years. Jorge Luis Borges, Italo
Calvino, and Gabriel Garcfa Mdrquez have all used fable and folkrale to cre-
ate memorable and very modern fiction. All forms of fiction are powerful in
the right authorial hands.

Let’s begin with a contemporary short story whose protagonist undergoes
an initiation into marurity. To notice the difference between a short story and
a tale, you may find it helpful to compare John Updike’s “A & P” with “Godfa-
ther Death.” Although Updike’s short story is centuries distant from the Grimm
tale in its method of telling and in its setting, you may be reminded of “God-
father Death” in the main character's dramatic situation. To defend a young
wormmar, a young man has to defy his mentor—here, the bass of a supermarket.
In so doing, he places himself in jeopardy. Updike has the protagonist tell his
own story, amply and with humor. How does it differ from a rale?

John Updike
A&P
John Updike (1932-2009) awas born in Pennsylva-

nia, received his B. A, from Harvard, and then went

to Oxford to study drawing and fine art. In the mid-

1950s he worked on the staff of the New Yorker,

at times doing errands for the aged James Thurber.

Although he left the magazine to become a full-time

writer, Ubdike continued to supply it with memora-

ble stories, witty light verse, and searching reviews.

A famously prolific writer, he published more than

fifty books. Updike is best known as a hardworking,

versatile, highly productive writer of fiction. For his John Updike
nowel The Centaur (1963) he received a National

Book Award, and for Rabbit Is Rich (1982) a Pulitzer Prize and an American
Book Award. The fourth and last Rabbit Angstrom novel, Rabbir at Rest (1990),
won him a second Pulitzer. Updike is one of the few Amevicans ever to be awarded
both the National Medal of Arts (1989} and the National Humanities Medal
(2003 )—the nation’s highest hanors in each respective field. His many other books
include The Witches of Eastwick (1984}, made into a successful fitm starving
Jack Nicholson, Terrorist (2006), and his final novel, The Widows of Eastwick
(2008).

Almost uniquely among contemporary American writers, Updike moved back
and forth successfully among a vaviery of literary genves: light verse, serious poetry,
drama, criticism, children’s books, novels, and short stories. But it is perhaps in
short fiction that he did his finest work, Some critics, such as Washington Post
writer Jonathan Yardley, believe that: “It is in his short stories that we find Updike’s
most assured work, and no doubt it is upon the best of them that his reputation
ultimately awill rest.” ‘
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and tale have enjoyed a resurgence in recent years. Jorge Luis Borges, Iralo
Calvino, and Gabriel Garcia Marquez have all used fable and folktale to cre-
ate memorable and very modern fiction. All forms of fiction are powetful in
the right authorial hands. _
Let’s begin with a contemporary short story whose protagonist undergoes
an initiation into maturity. To notice the difference between a short stogy and
a tale, you may find it helpful to compare John Updike’s “A & P” with “Godfa-
ther Death.” Although Updike's short story is centuries distant from the Grimm
tale in its method of telling and in its seting, you may be reminded of “God-
father Death” in the main character’s dramatic situation. To defend a voung
woman, a young man has to defy his mensor—here, the boss of a supermarket.
In so doing, he places himself in jeopardy. Updike has rhe protagonist tell his
own story, amply and with humor. How does it differ from a tale?

John Updike

A&P

John Updike (1932-2009) was born in Pennsylva-
nia, received his B.A. from Harvard, and then went
to Oxford to study drawing and fine art. In the mid-
19505 he worked on the staff of the New Yorker,
at times doing errands for the aged James Thirber.
Although he left the magazine to become a full-time
writer, Updike continued to supply it with memora-
ble stories, witty light verse, and searching reviews.
A famously prolific writer, he published more than
fifty books. Updike is best known as a hardworking,
versatile, highly productive writer of fiction. For his
novel The Centaur (1963) he received a National :
Book Award, and for Rabbit Is Rich (1982) a Pulitzer Prize and an Americari
Book Award. The fourth and last Rabbit Angstrom novel, Rabbit at Rest (1990);
won him a second Pulitzer. Updike is one of the few Americans ever to be awarded
both the National Medal of Arts (1989) and the National Humanities Medal
(2003 )—the nation’s highest honors in each respective field. His many other books
include The Witches of Eastwick (1984), made into a successful film starring
Jack Nicholson, Terrorist (2006), and his final novel, The Widows of Eastwick

(2008). SR
Almost uniquely among contemporary American writers, Updike moved back
and forth successfully among a variery of literary gerwes: light verse, serious poetry,
drama, criticism, children’s books, novels, and short stories. But it is perhaps’in
short fiction that he did his finest work. Some critics, such as Washingron Post
writer Jonathan Yardley, believe that: “It is in his short stories that we find Updike’s
most assired work, and no doubt it is wpon the best of them that his repritation.
wltimately will rest.” ‘ - o
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