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Jack Matthews has not only published more than 15 books of fiction, he
        taught classes in fiction writing to students at Ohio University for over four decades. This
        book consists of his teachings, insights, ramblings and ruminations about the art of
        fiction. 
Many books have been written about the craft of fiction writing; how is this one
        different? 
First, a Worker's Writebook: How Language
                Makes Stories  consists of essays and dialogue (called
            interludes). These interludes punch holes in the rules
        and pronouncements made in the essays; they also help the book avoid seeming too dogmatic.
        The two voices in the interludes are not exactly "characters" but the author and a
        contrarian voice within the author. The comparison to Platonic dialogues is apt; Matthews
        received his undergraduate degree in classical Greek literature and has always found echoes
        of the classical age in contemporary art and life. Still, the "poetics" of Writebook is grounded less in Aristotle than Aristophanes. 
 Writebook touches upon some practical aspects of
        writing fiction (such as naming characters and
            writing speech cues). But  Writebook  focuses on helping the writer write more boldly and  with more
        attention to the linguistic vehicles of thought. For Matthews, most stories fail through
            under-invention, not because the rules of
        narrative have been disregarded. 
 Chapter 2 (Taxonomies) and 3 (Structural Matters) cover various paradigms for plot
        and character development. These are worthy subjects and Matthews has interesting things to
        say (especially when he tries to analyze his story Funeral Plots with these same paradigms). At the same time Matthews recognizes
        that there is no magic paradigm or archetype capable of explaining what makes all stories
        successful – these are just guides. At some point you just have to trust writerly
        intuition. Writebook helps the potential storyteller to
        cultivate this intuition and be flexible enough to bend rules when necessary. Matthews writes, "Anything can be done if it's done in the
        right way: with style, panache and cunning." 
 Many writing books include a chapter or two listing literary cliches to avoid. For the
        most part, Writebook doesn't do that. Instead it goes
        deeper and analyzes why some metaphors succeed and others do not. The funny Parable of the Indifferent Ear provides a good case
        study about how linguistic inventiveness doesn't always translate into effective writing. 
 Literary insights from Writebook can be applied to
        drama, novels and poetry; but  they are especially applicable to smaller forms like the
        short story (though Matthews' claim that a short story of more
            than 10,000 words rarely succeeds is sure to be controversial). Writebook's musings on the novel are still interesting
        (Matthews has written several novels, including Sassafras, a philosophical-satirical work that is every bit as expansive as
        Dickens or Balzac). But if you are seeking a guide specifically about novel writing, you
        might check out Jane Smiley's 13 Ways of Looking at a
            Novel, Milan Kundera's Art of the Novel or
        even (!) Stephen King's On Writing. 
 Similarly, although Writebook includes a few writing
        exercises – Matthews calls them gimmicks – there
        are probably better books for that (with Josip Novakovich's Writing
            Fiction Step by Step being a notable example). 
 Writebook introduces lots of new ideas and terminology: the
            non-sequential time opening, the Swamps of
            Antecedence, pointedness (which, as I
        understand it, is how stories gain enough momentum to escape the gravitational pull of the
            author), linguistic vehicles (the actual words which
        transport the thought) and why flat characters aren't always
            bad. Also, the technique of overcoming writer's
            block by trying deliberately to write something bad or meaningless actually works
        (I've tried it). 
 Matthews wrote Writebook in the mid 1990s (and
        distributed it to his creative writing students throughout the years). Since then, Matthews
        has retired and kept busy with various writing projects (described in greater detail in his
            2009 interview in Chapter 7).  For more information
        about the life and writings of Jack Matthews, see www.ghostlypopulations.com
    
 I almost forgot; Writebook is wickedly funny. I won't
        spoil  the jokes; suffice to say that one of his former students said Matthews was "so
        damn witty" in the classroom that he reminded her of Groucho Marx. Writebook has serious and even lofty aims. But this is fun reading.
        Matthew's style is playful and pedantic; Matthews enjoys inventing
            characters on the fly to illustrate his points and adding qualities to them until
        you begin to wonder if Writebook is going to veer into
        becoming a novel. After I finished this book, I still remember snarling black-eyed Greta Hutchins; she is still
        snarling, and I am wondering what she's going to try next. 
 See also: this afterward
            (written specifically for the 2019 edition)
 
Robert Nagle, Personville Press, April 2011. 
Prelude   



First of all, the title's wrong.
It is?
Of course. A WORKER'S WRITEBOOK! It's a spoonerism; and not a
        very funny one. Obviously, it should read, A WRITER'S WORKBOOK.
Are you sure?
Certainly. Shouldn't it?
I'm not sure.
Well, if you're not sure, who would be? I thought authors had
        authority. Aren't the two words related?
Probably.
Wonderful. But why isn't the title A WRITER'S WORKBOOK instead of A WORKER'S
        WRITEBOOK?
Beats me.
Listen, what kind of author do you call yourself?
Not a very authoritative one, I guess.
And then there's that sub title: HOW LANGUAGE MAKES STORIES. Come on, now! Language
    doesn't make stories. It's writers who make stories.
Well, I'll admit that writers certainly help out.
"Help out?" They create them!
Out of what?
All right, so they create them out of language. But what else could they make stories out
        of? Slabs of yellow pine? Gelatin dessert?
Where do writers learn what stories are and how to tell them?
I suppose you're going to say "from other stories." 
 I was. 
Well, of course. That's obvious. And I'll even grant that something pretty strange and
        mysterious is at work when somebody writes a good story; but that isn't the same as
        saying it's the language  that makes the story.
No, it's not exactly the same. And a lot of what you say is valid – which isn't the
        same as being true, of course.
How's it different?
"Valid" isn't as definite. In discussions of this sort, a certain vagueness is more
        accurate.
And more valid?
Yes.
All right. So my objections are more valid, right?
Right.
Then why don't you change the title?
No. It says something important, so it's all right.
You think it's valid, then; is that it?
Yes. So we'll leave it as it is. Then turn our attention to some other things that are
        happening.
Happening how, where?
Read the book. You'll see.
1. Why are you reading this book?   



 Within the language game, there is the sub game of fiction, and those of us who write
    stories try to play it well. The fact that all people more or less constantly create
    fictions does not deprive fiction writers of a unique function and status. Such status
    is paid for, of course, as are haircuts, golf balls, reputations for shrewdness or
    sobriety, shoe repairs, submarine sandwiches … in short, all the things in this
    world that can be named, and a few that can't.
 What do fiction writers pay for their special commitment to making narratives? A chronic
    uneasy suspicion that they are engaged in some sort of trivial pursuit and might
    therefore be judged irrelevant. Years ago, a national magazine reported a conversation
    between Frank Sinatra and Spiro Agnew, who had just fallen from power and glory as
    Vice-President under Richard Nixon and like many of the idle famous, decided to turn his
    hand to writing. He and Sinatra debated whether his first undertaking should be "a novel
    or a serious book," whereupon Sinatra advised him to write a serious book first.
In most contexts, two halves make a whole, but the above anecdote shows that two half
    wits consulting together don't add up the same way. Nevertheless, their testimony
    notwithstanding, some readers persist in believing that fiction is more important than
    it seems to the practical mind … because, for all its importance, it's just not
    as urgent as most of the issues that clamor for our attention.
So, though a commitment to writing fiction may strike many people as an evasion, perhaps
    even an adolescent one, their opinion does not make it so. And, while a loss of
    perceived relevance may seem a great price to pay in a media-drunk world, it isn't
    really – not for those who learn to respect things in themselves, rather than the
    easiest general opinions regarding those things.
And yet, we are social creatures, after all. Even Will Brecksnider, the thirty-six year old
        club house manager of the Coffee Hills Country Club, is a social creature, deep down.
        Looking at him, you would think otherwise; you would think, "Hey, old Will Brecksnider is
        sure a typical, average, outgoing, affable closet loner." But underneath that second mask of
        the closet loner, he turns out to be a social creature, again. The loner in him doesn't like
        to admit this about himselves.
And why not? We all yearn to engage in activities that at some level or other are
    socially sanctioned. If it is not necessarily important for our endeavors to be approved
    of, or acknowledged as important, by those who cluster about us at any particular
    moment, we tacitly attend to that greater, more abstract Humankind that gave us language,
    culture, and identity … not to mention the technology for Velcro-sealing
    umbrellas. Who after a long and productive life, would want to be chiefly remembered as
    the 1989 middle school yo-yo champ of Lithopolis, Ohio? Or Miss Pork Belly of 1994? Or
    runner up in the pie eating contest at last year's Kannewanga County Fair? We want our
    endeavors to bear a social stamp of … not just approval, but importance.
    And for the fiction writer, the critically important, the most obvious, most
    authoritative stamp of approval is publication.
Superstitiously, we sense that getting a story published makes it more real than
    it was before. Thus  we can say that publication is the last phase of a story's
    becoming itself. It is the end and climax of the story of how the story was made. It's
    the place where all your effort has been headed, even when you were immersed in making
    the story, working so hard that you had momentarily forgotten you were making an effort
    at all.
The word "publish" itself speaks of its essentially public character, which is
    remarkable, when you think about it, for more than any other art, fiction is the art of
    interior realities. It alone is capable of mapping the secret complex scenarios of human
    feeling, impulse, uncertainty, notion, and desire. Even our secrets become more real if
    we can express them in code – which is to say, if we can render them adequately in
    the language. And they enter a new phase of reality, becoming even more intensely real,
    when they are published.
Henry James said that a writer's first obligation is to be published. And, while
        we should never trust any authority with total innocence, it should be pointed out that
        Henry James had more authority than Spiro Agnew and Frank Sinatra combined … along
        with Yosemite Sam and Elmer Fudd. And yet, James' reference should be qualified, for he was
        referring to  what we today would probably call "professional writers." (The term needs to
        be in quotation marks, because "literary" writing cuts across such labels as "professional"
        and its ostensible complementary "amateur.")
The sad fact is, most intelligent young highly verbal types who study writing or take
    creative writing courses do not become successful writers. Most do not even become
    unsuccessful writers. Only a very small percentage perseveres in this cruel
    enterprise which takes egos hostage and seldom returns them unharmed. Many writers,
    especially in their early attempts, encode their deepest secrets in their short
    stories.
Well, supposing you are one of this sort, how will you feel when your encoded secrets are
        rejected? You may feel they haven't been decoded properly, and you may not be entirely
        wrong. Still, the injury has happened – one of many reasons that only a very small
        percentage will prove to have the courage, industry, inspiration, ability and stubbornness
        to last, and have their encoded secrets accepted and made public, if not necessarily
        understood.
In short, the great majority will fail, fall by the wayside, turn to other things, and,
    with courage and luck, find happiness doing those other things – perhaps pausing
    now and then when they are old and ripe with other sorts of accomplishment to wonder if
    they might not have made it had they  persisted  a bit longer. No one can answer
    such a hypothetical question, of course; but let's suppose the answer is no. Let us
    accept the fact that most people, even if possessed of high intelligence, great
    industry, rugged (though sensitive) egos, and understanding spouses will not, in the
    nature of things, succeed as writers. Dismal prospect, you will note. Yes, and an
    unpopular one.
So why bother? What's the use? Well, several. That ridiculously small percentage is still
        there to haunt you. Infinitesimal as it is, it does exist. And seldom can anyone predict who will
        finally "make it" and who won't. Even so, that infinitesimally small group from which the
        future writers will emerge can usually be identified; it's just that most even in that group
        will not succeed. Surprising? It shouldn't be – think of how many people you know who
        more or less passionately believe they would like to write (or at least, be writers), and
        think of how many passionately active readers you know. Then consider how many passionate or
        even active readers it takes to support one writer, either directly, in terms of book
        purchases, or indirectly, through library loans.
So why do people waste their time studying the craft of fiction? Why don't they take up
    something easy? Why don't they just decide to become a famous actor or film director or
    champion polo player or chess master or famous physicist or something else that's
    generally easier and more plausible? Well, I don't know. I guess there's no good reason,
    now that I think about it.
Except, maybe … well, there's no denying that the art of fiction is intrinsically
    interesting. Great numbers of students find it so, and take pleasure in studying the art
    of writing stories. Maybe you are of this sort, so that even if you do not prove to be a
    gifted and effective writer of fiction, your attempts to write a good, interesting,
    readable story will teach you a great deal about the art of narrative from inside.
    Learning something about how to write stories helps you to understand them better. It
    also helps you understand other sorts of seemingly unrelated things better …
    although such a notion is unfashionable.
Fiction is an art. And those who study and enjoy it, as well as those who create it, are
        privileged, as are all who are dedicated to a discipline. Whatever that discipline is
        – water colors, fractals, myrmecology, writing fiction or playing the French horn
        – it is greater than their enthusiasts are individually, and worthy of their lifelong
        study and devotion. Those who do not have such a commitment deserve to be pitied.
Somewhere, far back in the dimmer offices of their mind's bureaucracies, most students of
    writing understand this. I have often contemplated the paradox implicit in the reasons
    many people enroll in writers' conferences. In a sort of reverse hypocrisy, they defend
    their shelling out money for a fiction course on the grounds that you can make money
    writing fiction. This fact seems to render legitimate the expenditure for the course,
    making it "practical."
And yet, most students realize that the same effort expended upon almost any other
    enterprise would be vastly more profitable. There's something mystical at work here, and
    we should think about it. The money you make by having a novel or short story published
    isn't like other sorts of money. The cashier at K Mart or your attendant at the local
    Gulf station may not acknowledge the difference, but you know how that money
    was earned. It was earned by selling the trophy you brought back from a long and
    exhausting hunt somewhere in the wilds of your imagination – a place where you
    ventured, equipped with all the suitable accouterments of craft and guided by your own
    polestar of inspiration. 
And  there are more advantages to studying the craft of fiction. Laboring at perfecting
    sentences, which are the living cells of stories, will help you master the language.
    Actually, "master" is too strong a word here; but it's the fashionable one, so I'll use
    it, ignoring the utter disproportion between the vitality, complexity, and plenitude of
    the language relative to our pathetic limitations as individuals. This is a humbling
    truth, in spite of the fact that each of us more or less unconsciously participates in
    the miracle of its permutations and constantly adds to the resourcefulness of the
    language, even though we do so in microscopic and generally unnoticeable ways.
Is the pursuit of such an attainment, such "mastery," worthwhile? Of course it is, for
    THE LIMITS OF OUR LANGUAGE ARE THE LIMITS OF OUR WORLD. And who among us wouldn't like
    to expand our worlds and open up interesting new places for travel? And what other
    enterprise can promise so much? Still, for all its majesty, this is not the sort of
    promise to excite great multitudes into studying creative writing. But that's all right.
    Those who can't respect the reasons I've cited for studying the art of fiction probably
    wouldn't greatly profit from such courses, anyway.
But there are still more reasons for studying narrative. Remember what I said about all
    of us being fiction writers, in a sense, even if we don't literally write stories? This
    is true. Because, LEARNING HOW TO WRITE STORIES IS AN UNREMITTING PROCESS OF
    SELF-DISCOVERY.
Now this is more like it. Can you sniff the ancient ideal of self-knowledge, which
    Socrates and the Delphic oracle claimed was the goal of wisdom? Because, what could be
    more important? To know yourself is to possess a self-mastery unobtainable in any other
    way. And the art of making up these scenarios of events we call stories can lead to
    profound satisfactions. Maybe even a sort of happiness. With no guarantees, of course. 
But how is studying the art of writing fiction a means of self-knowledge? While the great
        gifts of a language and culture – including THE PROTOCOLS OF NARRATIVE – are
        bestowed upon us, the rest is up to us, individually. No matter how articulate you are, your
        speech is finally, in  its richly textured detail, as unique to you as your fingerprint and
        voiceprint. So, also, will the stories you write be unique. Maybe not brilliant, maybe not
        even successful – but they'll be unique.
This fact reveals how foolish young writers are to be afraid of being imitative. Of
    course, this can be a danger if you read only one writer, or only one sort of writing.
    So the best safeguard against developing an imitative style is to read a broad range of
    fiction, enabling your mind to assimilate nourishment from all the narrative riches
    provided. Then as you develop as a writer, even if you strive to copy another writer's
    style, the story you manage to write will eventually prove to be intimately your own,
    for good … or, alas, worse.
How could the story you write not be your own? Where do you get your story
    ideas, if not from the inventory of your mind? What you write about is what you are. Not
    what you are always, of course; and not literally, in every detail. But what you are at
    that time. And there is a sort of absolute in this.
People say that writing is self-expression, which is true, in a way. But it's not entirely
        true, for stories write themselves through writers. Thus, stories are as much story expressions as self expressions. In this, they're like
        language – which speaks itself through us, even though we give it our own unique
        coloration as it passes through. That last sentence, and this one I'm in the midst of, come
        to me out of the language itself; even though I must bear responsibility for the result. As
        a mature writer I will naturally accept this responsibility; whatever text I create is
        dependent upon me, and me alone, for its fulfillment. This is a paradox, but it is as
        precisely necessary as the tacit collaboration of free will and determinism, and we could
        not do without it.
So writing is an act of freedom unlike any other. You express something out of yourself
    the instant you decide to write about an old woman named Leona Carstairs, who wrote
    letters to her dead son but was afraid to mail them, because …
Now, where did you get that idea? I know: you're not about to tell. And the
    truth is, I can hardly blame you.
2. Taxonomies 



 We try to make sense out of the world by sorting through our
        experiences. We do this by means of language, and it is essential for understanding of any
        sort. It is by sorting through our experiences that we know clouds from smoke, crawfish from
        bicycles, pronouns from bed linen. For all its tolerant suppleness and beautiful precisions,
        however, not even our language can guarantee us protection from error. We can't always
        distinguish clouds from smoke, and much of the world's confusion derives from an inability
        to separate distrust from bed linen … which is to say, words that denote abstractions
        and feelings, or things within, from those that denote things without, which can be sensed
        by all. 
But in our clear-headed moments we are not dismayed by the intricate adjustments language
        requires of us. We know that no two stories are alike, even though they may both be stories
        equally and without invidious disproportion. It is the business of taxonomy to organize and
        label them in terms of their significant differences. They ask to be sorted out. But sorted
        in what way? Because there are even different sorts of sorts, as determined by the
        perspectives or angles from which they are viewed. We can classify stories in various ways,
        any of which may prove useful. An obvious sort of classification is according to what
        stories are about. We say there are love stories, war stories, and nature stories, and we
        are right. There are also stories about finger painting, telescopes, chewing gum, illiterate
        baseball players, and head colds. (Which of these two lists is likely to include the best
        stories is not at all predictable.)
Stories may be about any of the emotions and high-level abstractions: greed, justice,
        pride, fidelity, acceptance, betrayal, envy. They may be classified according to the seven
        cardinal virtues, the seven deadly sins, or any of the permutations thereof. They may be
        classified according to subject matter of any sort; but what would be the use? Two stories
        equally about pride may be as different as two people classified as being from the Mideast,
        one a Shiite acrobat and the other an Israeli politician. Sorting is interesting, because
        there are all sorts of ways it can be done; and it is always evidential. Sorting has an
        aesthetic as well as a semantic dimension; and every way makes a difference. Sorting gives
        expression to a basic mode of thinking, and most people like to think, if they don't have to
        think about it too much. Thinking is fun. And why shouldn't it be, since sorting is a sort
        of thinking and thinking always requires a sort of sorting? THEREFORE, SORTING IS THINKING
        IS FUN. Often anthologies show a different sort of taxonomy, arranging stories according to
        the nationality or region of the authors: American, English, European, and Third World, for
        example. Or by periods: Classical, Romantic, Victorian, Modern, Contemporary. Or they can be
        classified by gender, divided, perhaps, between men and women who have written stories about
        the "same" subjects of initiation, love, birth, death, and the supernatural.
Indeed, there are almost endless possibilities for classification. Stories could be
        classified as those written by left-handed and right-handed authors, or between red-headed
        authors and others (No-headed authors? I could name
        some), or between people whose last names begin with letters A through K and the L through Z
        people. Or they could be arranged according to the number of words in their titles, or the
        distribution of male and female characters in them.
Some of these taxonomies will seem trivial; but it would be hard to find any system that
        is intrinsically meaningless or useless, for with a little ingenuity, some sort of case
        could be made for even the wildest, most whimsical, most notional system of classification.
        It seems you can hardly lose; and yet, that isn't really true … because, of course
        you can lose. There are lots of ways. It's easy. People can find a wonderful variety of ways
        to mess up. In or out of stories. Ask Ginny Throop, who is starting a retail carpet cleaning
        business. Her boyfriend is a private investigator, and she lives in Orono, Maine, and has
        just recovered from a severe case of adult-onset acne.
In spite of this prodigality of types, however, isn't there some sort of common
        denominator in stories? Isn't there some ingredient, some feature, that is indispensible?
        Isn't there something that, if it's missing, you can't have a story; and if it's there, you
        have something that is essentially or embryonically a story, at least? 
The short answer is, yes, sure. And what is this magic ingredient? CONFLICT, PURE AND
        SIMPLE. Or impure and complex. Whatever the mix, it's conflict. And that is two things: the
        answer and the truth.
First Interlude 



I don't like the tone of this book worth a damn.
Why not?
It's too smart, for my taste. Too jaunty. Too sassy. Too self-consciously clever, if
            you know what I mean.
I guess I do.
Well, then, why don't you change it?
Why?
I just told you why. And you just now seemed to
            agree with me. Didn't you?
Maybe a little bit. But you pay a price for everything.
I think you're paying too much.
Well, I'm not exactly shopping for bargains.
All right. I'll drop the metaphor if you do. Okay?
Sure. I'll buy that.
Hey, that's enough! Okay?
Okay.
So why don't you change it, and make it a little more serious.
And respectable?
I didn't say that. But now that you mention it, why not?
Is creativity serious?
And with that rhetorical question, I sense that you're about to remind me that
            creativity is play. Right?
Something like that. Isn't it play?
People go around saying it is. But it seems to me there's damned little that's playful
            about Crime and Punishment or Jude the Obscure or King Lear.
Nevertheless, we do refer to  King Lear as a
            play.
I know that, but nobody would ever say it's playful. Not only that, let's not get hung up on semantics.
Well, I'll try, but it might be hard, because semantics doesn't go away. It's always
            just there, someplace, whether we get hung up on it or not. But you've got to let me
            defend what I've done if you attack it, and I don't think you can choose the means for
            my defense.
All right. Go ahead, then.
When Shakespeare wrote  King Lear, England was in
            such great political and religious turmoil that any artistic creation, no matter how
            dark and tragic, must have seem frivolous to the majority. Like fiction, plays are all
                pretense. Make believe. Kid stuff.
Maybe so. I see where you're headed. You're going to point out that nobody would say
            Shakespeare hasn't been vindicated. He could have been judged an escapist by his
            contemporaries; but that political and religious turmoil you mentioned has pretty much
            blown away – except in Northern Ireland – and  King
                Lear is still hanging in there.
Then maybe there's hope. And creativity is always a sort of play.
Sure. So the play element is always there. I can accept that. But what about people
            who want to write serious fiction? It seems to me
            you're alienating them by the way you present your ideas.
I see. What you're wondering is, how would Chekhov or Thomas Hardy react to a text
            like this? We're talking high seriousness here. Right?
Sure. What about those writers?
Well, the first thing to point out about them is they're dead. The second thing is,
            they weren't as humorless as you seem to think. Frost said that if a poem is written
            with outer seriousness, there must be an inner humor; and if it's with outer humor,
            there must be an inner seriousness.
I still think your tone will prove offensive and smart-aleck to a lot of people who
            are serious about writing fiction, and it will alienate them.
You may be right. But every text is entitled to have its tone. In fact, it can't avoid
            having its own tone. As I said, you pay a price for everything, which I guess means that
            you have to be willing to pay a price.
Is that all the defense you're going to make?
That's enough. It's all there, one way or other. If you want to find more of an
            answer, it's there – latent or explicit. Think about it.
I was hoping you had thought about it.
I have.
You could have fooled me.
It looks as if I did.
Well, maybe. Anyway, we'll see.
 Conflicts of Interest



So we say that conflict of some sort, whether internal or external, is essential to
            stories, the sine qua non. Who would argue with this?
            But given the obvious validity of citing conflict as the necessary ingredient of all
            stories, it is still somewhat surprising – and at times a little demoralizing
            – to realize how often we find ourselves bogged down in writing a story that has
            not reached its moment of conflict. When we ask of a text, "Where is the story?" we are asking, "What is the central issue? What's
            undecided and why is it important? Where is the conflict?" If you don't have conflict,
            you don't have a story. It may be an interesting mood piece, a tone poem, a list of
            things to do on Friday, a brilliant piece of writing – maybe even a cry of
            loneliness, Angst, or fashionable despair; but none
            of that, because it still won't be a story.
It's been argued that EVERY STORY IS A WAR. And Herakleitos said that war is the father of all things. Does the conclusion
            of the syllogism formed by those two premises tell us that stories are the fathers of
            all things? Well, yes and no; because we're talking metaphor, here, and for all their
            potential elegance and precision, metaphors behave according to their own laws and
            logic. They have their own sorts of configuration … as in "figures of speech."
                Paul Valery said that poets are the last people in the world to be taken in
            by language – which means that if you deal in figures of speech, they're not
            likely to lead you by the nose over the nearest cliff of brainless action. (And how
            about those metaphors?)
We go to war by means of words, and we make peace by means of words. We also write
            stories by means of words. Question: how are all these interesting and important actions
            related?
Universal Puddings and Archetypal Themes



While no taxonomy is entirely devoid of merit, some are obviously more useful than
            others. Some are deeply rooted in time, and draw upon the literature and folklore of
            many countries through the ages, finding basic sorts of stories that have been told over
            and over again, among widely different cultures. In view of their ancient pedigree and
            near universality, such story patterns or motifs may be termed "archetypal."
Following are brief descriptions of five themes or motifs that are old enough and
            sufficiently ubiquitous to bear such a majestic label. They are familiar to all
            cultures, in one form or another, although their labels will of course vary. What are
            they? The Contest, The
                Scapegoat, Metamorphosis, The Trickster, and Taboo. 
The Contest



While all stories must have conflict, not all stories are contest stories. Stories
                often present an inner conflict of some kind, but it would be odd to refer to "an
                inner contest," for a contest is a much more specific and more clearly defined
                process or event. You might as well refer to all dogs as Airedales, or all drinks as
                Diet Seven Up, as call all stories contest stories, for contest is a special kind of
                conflict. In its basic mode it is limited to the strife between two more-or-less
                equally matched contestants.
Also in a contest story, there will be an arena of sorts. Naturally (as in "war"
                above) this arena does not have to be as physical and literal as the Alamodome or
                Yankee Stadium; it can be metaphorical, as in a marriage or friendship. It could
                even be a cab-over Mack truck, a sales conference, a half hour wait at the local
                Midas garage for brake linings to be installed in a 1994 Mazda sport coup. Or it
                could be an open boat. Almost any sort of physical or psychological enclosure will
                do.
Also there should be a prize of some sort to motivate the contestants. This prize
                may also be non-literal and figurative, a metaphor or symbol, perhaps. It may be
                abstract and internal – the satisfaction of a simple need to excel in
                competition or pride in overcoming an antagonist. It may be nothing more or less
                than m'lady's smile or a thumbs up from Coach Gary Ryckover, when you've blocked the
                opposing tackle instead of your own.
Or it may be quite specific, as in the "eternal triangle" stories favored by slick
                magazines before World War II. In those formula stories often silly and trivial, and
                righteously scorned by the literati, two young
                people compete for a loved one; and the ceremonial contests implicit in their love
                triangles were once so popular that they were soon thought of as "eternal," or
                damned near it. The loved one was usually a "girl" (as they called young women
                then); and she was, alas, viewed as the Prize. Most of the readers of those stories
                were women, and I can't help it. 
Such stories are not necessarily trivial, however; like all formulae, they have an
                enduring (if not necessarily "eternal") quality, and can seem to transcend the type.
                Or perhaps realize its full potential. Vladimir Nabokov's King, Queen, Knave is a superb novel whose theme is the "eternal
                triangle." Moreover, as silly as many of the eternal triangle stories no doubt
                were, they did not exhaust the form. A form can't really be exhausted, although it
                may cease to have much authority (or "credibility," as they say today) and therefore
                cease to be popular.
Some of our currently fashionable fictions, celebrating those popular and
                ever-available ironies of life are as mannered, easy, and trivial as the gushiest
                eternal triangle story published in 1938; they just haven't quite worn out their
                welcome in the literary establishment yet. Nevertheless, there are signs. Which
                shows it's always dangerous to be too relevant, because the next fad is right just
                around the corner, steaming out of the woods, hauling an odorless cargo of fresh new
                metaphors. Leopardi said that fashion is the mother of death.
            
Often the struggle in a contest story is highly symbolic, as are the contestants.
                The suspense evoked by the contest is more than the question of who will win, but
                always to some extent, "What are the implications of the victory?" and "What is the
                struggle really about?" We want to know not just who will win, but what the
                consequences will be if Goliath triumphs over David. We want to know what is
                secretly at stake in the contest and  what beliefs, mores, or life styles are at
                issue. And in more sophisticated confrontations, we want to know why one contestant
                triumphs over the other, which means we want to participate in the ceremony of
                character. In good stories, as well as in life itself, there are always latent
                texts; and we want to understand them.
One enduringly popular motif is the symbolically charged contest between youth and
                age, a theme so deeply rooted in human history that its traces are seen in the most
                primitive societies. In one familiar scenario, the contest is between the old man of
                a polygamous group or tribe who is challenged by a younger man for the women. And if
                the younger man wins, he instantly becomes the group's "old man" in the
                instantaneous metamorphosis of victory. In this eventuation, even if the challenger
                is only on the threshold of maturity, his stepping into the role of the old man is
                simple and tyrannously fixed. (The metamorphic aspect of this ancient sub-theme is
                obvious and will be referred to later.)
 Other examples? Classical stories celebrating the archetypal theme of the Contest
                give emphasis to the symbolic role of the contestants. Some of the more famous of
                these contests are those between Hector and Achilles, Dimmesdale and Chillingworth,
                and Eliza and W.O. Gant (in the "arena" of their marriage in Thomas Wolfe's
                    Look Homeward Angel). Some of the many classical short stories with contest motifs are
                    The Pupil, by Henry James, The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber, by Hemingway,
                    The Bride Comes to Yellow Sky, by Stephen
                Crane, and The Secret Sharer, by Joseph Conrad.
                    
 The Scapegoat



Question: when are individuals not themselves? Answer: when they remind us,
                consciously or unconsciously, of someone else, and we can't see the living presence
                because of the remembered image. This can happen through accident or muddled design
                when someone embodies our own secret fears. In psychological analysis, this is
                projection; in a story or folktale, it is a celebration of the Scapegoat
                theme.
Ancient kings ordered the execution of messengers who brought news of disaster,
                and there is a theory that something like that happens today behind the sentencing,
                and especially execution, of criminals. Well, maybe. Probably sometimes yes,
                sometimes no. A similar though obverse form of projection takes place to the benefit
                of the recipient – a celebrity, whose role is always precariously balanced
                between positive and negative. Celebrities and scapegoats, then, represent two sides
                of the same coin; they are both symbolically charged figures whose individuality
                – and humanity – are eclipsed by the role that has been cast like a
                spell over them.
There are many familiar references to scapegoats. Poor innocent befuddled Jonah,
                chosen by secret celestial committee, was thrown from the ship as a sacrificial
                offering to God or sea; Cinderella, victimized by her hateful half sisters; Tom
                Jones, tormented by the envious Thwackum and Square; Huck Finn; The Great Gatsby
                (The Pretty Good Gatsby escaped unharmed, and is still alive, selling real estate in
                Jacksonville, Florida); Holden Caulfield. All are more or less innocent within the
                particular context of their suffering; all are eminently, dramatically available as
                    scapegoats.
You've been there, too. Growing up, there were times when you were unjustly
                wronged. You have experienced the bitter taste of being innocent and unjustly
                accused. Deep in your memory, you know what it is to be a scapegoat. So do I. Is it
                any wonder we have an instinctive feel for such victims? Talk about empathy! The
                dark counter truth is that you have participated in the persecution of an Innocent,
                performing actions that seemed almost beyond your control. Didn't you? Of course you
                did. So you can readily understand the vicious mechanism at the heart, or
                heartlessness, of this kind of projection.
"A rose is a rose is a rose," Gertrude Stein wrote in her most famous utterance.
                It's a shame that we can't understand that a person is a person is a person. (We're
                talking about type and token, here; later we'll mention totem and taboo.) Because
                few of us, outside of the myopic vision of those who label us according to their own
                fears and resentments, are walking symbols, which is to say, lieutenants of
                threatening alien armies.
Some of the famous scapegoat stories in English are Hawthorne's My Kinsman, Major Molineux, Stephen Crane's The Blue Hotel, Joyce's Counterparts, Shirley Jackson's The
                    Lottery, Faulkner's Red Leaves,
                and Frank O'Connor's Guests of the Nation. 
 The Metamorphosis



It's often said that the short story is not concerned with process and change, but
                rather with A MOMENT IN TIME – a moment whose
 The Trickster
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