Oceans of Stories: Collections, Sequences and the Short Story

Ailsa Cox

Short stories are written to be single and self-contained; and they are still sometimes read in that way, in small literary magazines or even bigger ones like the New Yorker. But because there are relatively few outlets nowadays for stand-alone stories, they often find their first and almost certainly their biggest audience as part of a collection. When F. Scott Fitzgerald brought out Flappers and Philosophers and Tales of the Jazz Age, book publication consolidated a reputation built primarily through The Saturday Evening Post. By contrast, none of Simon Robson’s stories in The Separate Heart (2007) appear to have been published before. Once, the single-author collection preserved and commemorated; now it is becoming a calling card in the short story writer’s career. 
Because the collection is so important to the survival of the short story form, we set up the Edge Hill Prize, to help raise its prestige and encourage publishers to back single-author collections. The prize is unique in the UK. The National Short Story Prize is awarded annually for an individual story by a published author. The world’s richest short story prize, the 35,000 euro Frank O’Connor Prize, http://www.munsterlit.ie/favicon.ico is open to any collection worldwide, so long as it’s published in English; though its longlist has included a huge range of authors, it has yet to be awarded to a UK or Irish writer. 
Edge Hill University put up prize money of £5000 (augmented in the second year by a second prize and readers’ prize and sponsorship from Blackwells). I was a judge for the prize in its first year, along with A.L. Kennedy and independent bookseller Andrew Caunt. In the second year, the judges were Hilary Mantel, Duncan Minshull and Professor Rhiannon Evans. The first winner was Colm Tóibín for Mothers and Sons, the second Claire Keegan for Walk the Blue Hills.

But, given that the short story is, in some respects, an unnatural form, how do you find a winner? Of course, judging any literary prize is tricky, and some of the problems may not be unique to the collection. Literature isn’t divided into distinctive breeds, to be measured against some platonic ideal, like the pedigree pooches at Crufts. The generic and stylistic variation is huge, in the short story as in other prose fiction. How can you compare a snappy collection of shorts with a book of multi-layered, longer stories? Or measure horror fiction against intense, poetic prose? But, when it comes to short story collections, the situation is complicated even further by the relationship between the parts and the whole. Two or three brilliant stories – pieces that, no question, deserve some kind of prize – might be stranded in an uneven collection. Every writer should be allowed a dud, but overall we expect a consistently high standard. In other cases, there’s a feeling that the piper only plays one tune – that the same material, even sometimes similar images and phrases, are cropping up too often. On the one hand, we are looking for some kind of unity, a style or a sensibility drawing the stories together; on the other hand, when you are reading one story after another you long for diversity, the element of surprise. 

Short story theory has been enjoying a small revival since the 1980s; one important line of enquiry has been the cycle of linked stories, stretching from Joyce’s Dubliners to David Mitchell’s Ghostwritten. Alan Weiss has even identified the ‘mini-cycle’, groups of threes within a collection of stand-alone stories
. (Once you look for them they are everywhere – the Juliet stories in Alice Munro’s Runaway, the Dorrie stories in Helen Simpson’s Hey Yeah Right Get a Life.) Publishers favour the linked collection, especially if they can disguise it as a novel. If that isn’t possible, they may still suggest a unitary title. This is how Mothers and Sons was given its title, homogenising Tóibín’s wide-ranging collection, and privileging one theme amongst many. Patricia Duncker’s collection is called Seven Tales of Sex and Death; Alison MacLeod’s, Fifteen Modern Tales of Attraction – titles which could be easily transferred to any number of other short story volumes. 

However tenuous the links may be, story cycles and thematic collections are highly visible, and they are popular with both publishers and literary critics. But less attention has been paid to collections of unconnected stories – to answering the question facing the judges of the Edge Hill Prize. What makes a good collection? 
It may be an unanswerable question. Placing stories end-to-end in a book might be distorting their true nature. They are meant, after all, to be read individually. But even if we did have a flourishing market for short stories, and could read them every day in the Times or the Guardian, we would still want to read the author’s work as a body, and to watch their work develop from one collection to the next. I sometimes rack my brains to remember the title of a particular Alice Munro story, but I usually remember which collection it came from (even when there are no recurring characters). And because the single author collection is a necessary genre, I hope that we can start to think about the way stand-alone stories are re-contextualised alongside one another.

In both years, the judges talked about these problems, weighing the pros and cons of different collections, regretting collections that were near misses, celebrating those that hit the spot. There could be no science to it, no set of fixed criteria. But there were several significant factors – the importance of language, and an awareness of form. But most of all some emotional resonance. Stories that lingered in your mind long after you finished reading.

There is another reason to think about collections. Writers need to understand how they work. How do you go about assembling all those bits and pieces into a book-length manuscript? Do you just put all your best stories together and hope for the best? Or is there some inner logic? These thoughts were behind the title of a one-day conference co-hosted by Edge Hill and Liverpool John Moores University - Oceans of Stories: Collections, Sequences and the Short Story. The morning opened with an round-table discussion from three short story editors. They were:

 Anthony Delgrado, bluechrome.  the blueblog
 Ra Page, Comma Press. Comma Press - A New Generation In Fiction
 and Duncan Minshull, who, has many years’ experience in producing story readings for BBC Radio including  BBC - Radio 4 - Afternoon Reading
The audience consisted of short story readers, writers and scholars, several of whom raised questions and put forward their own point of view. What follows is an edited version of the discussion, beginning with the question of what makes a good short story collection. I am chair (AC)

Anthony Delgrado: For me, it’s always ideas – having ideas that are a bit out of the ordinary, the ability to notice things that generally pass other people by. The quality of the writing as well. A lot of the short stories we publish are written by poets. Sometimes you can see a short story that will contain enough ideas, and the quality of the writing, for you to want to read more. You ask for more, and hopefully they’ve got it. We get a lot of submissions from really good technical writers and we get a lot of stories where they’ve got really good ideas, but it is quite rare to get some one saying something new who can actually deliver that, and when you come across it you try and follow up and see if they’ve got any more. But I can’t say I’ve ever read a short story and said ‘I’m going to publish a collection.’

RP: I’d agree with everything Anthony said, except for the last bit. I have found a short story where I’ve just got on the phone, made sure that story hasn’t got away and started talking contracts pretty quickly. It’s much easier to put together an anthology of very strong individual stories than to support and develop a writer who’s capable of putting together a strong collection. One of the key differences between a good stand-alone story and somebody who’s got that collection in him or her is this idea that there’s a game plan behind what they’re doing, even if it’s only a one-collection game plan. It has to be all the things Anthony talked about, it has to have that quality of writing – it has to be long in its space and ideas even though it’s a short story. It has to be deeper in the sense that Flannery O’Connor talked about ‘short but deep’. It’s got to be expansive and it has to have all of those things, but for you to get the sense that there’s a full collection in there it needs something else. It needs a kind of – not a systematic programme, but a sense that it’s come from an agenda, an approach, and this is additional to what makes a good individual short story. Primo Levi’s collection, The Periodic Table, is an extreme example of having an over-arching system. 
It doesn’t have to be that extreme, but we’ve recently published an author, Adam Marek, who submitted a story to a previous anthology, Parenthesis, and his story just had a box of tricks, a plan for throwing things together and was very, very ambitious. In that story, at least, it worked very well. But it’s not always going to work. We worked with him and he ended up writing about thirty stories very intensively and from those thirty stories we chose about fourteen. Sometimes, from that game plan, the results didn’t quite fly. Sometimes they crashed and burned. But he had a game plan. It didn’t always work, but you could see there was a need to work this set of ideas out. So yes, it’s a tricky one, but occasionally you get a sense there’s something else going on that’s got to be followed through.

AC: So you’re nurturing a writer towards a collection? You’re being a midwife or something?

RP: It’s more a case of being a herder. I have to herd their stories, get the whip out, get the sheepdog out, and just keep them going. It’s really easy for me to do but it’s giving people deadlines – ‘Thanks for that one (I haven’t read it yet) can you get me another one?’ – it’s a case of getting them to do the work, and I’ll do the work later. Andy Warhol once said, if I could employ one person, keep one person as a retainer, it would be a boss – to kick his arse, to keep him working – and I think that’s all good writers need most of the time. Some one to say, ‘Here’s a date – the 25th – it’s really important you get me a new story by the 25th.’ Obviously, the 25th, I’m on holiday or something, but it works for them.

AC: Duncan, you’re one of the judges for the Edge Hill Prize this year. What do you think makes a collection work as opposed to just one great story?

Duncan Minshull: There’s probably two ways of going. If you think of a collection as a community of stories, if you think of something like Miguel Street by V.S. Naipaul. If you look at that collection in the shops now I don’t know if it’s even called a collection of stories, but it is. He presents a community bound together by a strand of different stories so you’ve got a collection there very much working towards one aim, one theme, one location. Then you get the other sort which is totally disparate. I’ve just read Christopher Hope’s new collection. There’s no logic or rationale in the way it’s put together other than the fact that he had twelve or fourteen short stories that deserved to be published, and his publisher said yes, it’s about time you had another collection out there. And they’re here, there and everywhere. So you’ve got these two examples of how stories are sold these days.


On radio, where we’re commissioning a lot of new work, we usually take it two ways. We say, here’s a theme for the week – five writers go and write five stories. I’ve just commissioned a week of stories called ‘Taper Time’ about dusk – the psychological effects of dusk – so that’s going to be five different writers on one theme. But then other weeks we say, we’ve got a week to fill, get them all in by the 25th, and it’s disparate. You find audiences like a bit of everything. They like the discipline of a themed week, then another week they want to be taken by surprise.

AC: You raised this subject of collections masquerading as novels. Do you think natural short story writers are still being pushed towards the novel?

AD: I think so, yes. I was talking to some one from Bloomsbury a couple of weeks back. And their attitude is, if you’re going to publish a novel they will do a short story collection alongside it; but they see the cost of that as the equivalent of part of the advance they would have made on the novel. That was how they worked it out. One of our authors, Sarah Salway - her novels – I think they’re short stories, sort of smoothed over. If you talk to Sarah, she’s much rather be writing short stories and putting collections together.

DM: I’ve noticed also that in the last ten years even high profile writers – they have the title on the cover but it doesn’t even say ‘a collection of short stories’, so it’s presented as a work of fiction rather than a work of short stories. Yet – I was looking on my shelves the other day – stuff published thirty, forty years ago – you get the named writers there, and over the name it says ‘Selected Stories’ or ‘Collected Stories’; and you don’t get that definition on covers these days. So perhaps it’s mainstream publishers saying, we’d better disguise it’s short stories, present it as just a work of fiction.

AC: Do any of you think that certain types of stories are under-represented these days?

RP: Short stories are under-promoted generally, across the board, but they suffer even more from the fact that audiences aren’t understood, so they get segregated – partitioned out; which breaks up the idea that there is such a thing as the complete genre of the short story. So you’ll get people trying to sell stories as extensions to a particular sub-genre, and it’s marked to that sub-genre – science fiction or magic realism or literary fiction – all these kinds of groups. The short story is a poor cousin to all of these. So it just breaks up this idea that short fiction is a separate entity, because of the audience s and the kind of genres being written. So I think that’s the bigger of the problems – the fact that books are marketed through the author and through the genre, rather than the form. They’re all under-represented. It’s a kind of divide and rule.

AD: In terms of bookshops, the short story market, like the poetry market, is seen as so small there’s no opportunity there for them to be sub-divided. Even though a shelf of short stories can cover so many bases, it doesn’t quite work on the retail side. If you’re into crime and you walk into Waterstone’s, you’ll go and look at the crime shelves, but you won’t find the short story books because they ended up on the shelf over there even though they’re related. 
Cowboy stories…you don’t see cowboy stories any more, do you?

RP: The more important point is the fact that the short story, in Britain, is not seen as a high art or a noble quest. The novel is the big thing. You could be Ian McEwan after his first two collections, and I’m sure people were saying, When are you going to write your big work? And it’s a really simple equation of large – grandiose – and the novel – and the short story’s always associated with diversion, an excursion into minor thoughts. It’s minor writing; it’s seen as that. And that’s the million dollar question – how to change that.

DM: You think we live in the age of the short story just from an audience perspective. We’re told that time is scarce, so you’d think that on the way to work or at the weekend you’d snatch a few minutes to read 3000 words. When you see people on the bus they’re still reading whacking great novels, despite the fact we haven’t got time any more.

RP: It’s not despite, it’s because. People read novels on the bus because it’s their little bit of down time, and they want to link those moments up and bring them together to make a longer experience. That attitude to reading leads to this idea that people want to be occupied when they’re on holiday. They want to be sat on a beach and have a reason to stay on the beach. Their reason is to be occupied by a long novel. And it’s all about sitting them down, separating that quality time – and the way they do that is through very long narratives that bulge their bags and give them a backache. 
AC: Reading a collection takes longer than reading a novel because you need to pause and absorb. 
DM: And you want to re-read stories, of course. Good stories need a second or third time.

RP: And they’re kind of troubling. They don’t link together your moments of quality time. They disturb and disrupt the time that you’re given to them, and afterwards you find your thoughts are disrupted. That’s not something which is easy to market.

AD: Screw up your tube journey…

RP: I really seriously believe that you can do something wider and longer and bigger with a short story than you can do with a novel because of the dynamics of the short story. The author is more distant. It’s not a mission statement for the author. It’s not a soapbox for the author to stand on. It’s not about the character of the main protagonist. It’s less about a moral compass or a journey, more about happenstance. And because of all of these things, it’s just more exciting. It’s more experimental; it’s less predictable…dot…dot…dot – and there’s lots of dots. As a publisher, there’s a real freedom, working in an area where I don’t have to play the game like novel-publishers. I don’t have to just market, market, market. The work speaks for itself. That’s the reason we call the press Comma, because it’s a small thing. It doesn’t need to be pretentious or shout about itself. The stories are ostensibly small things, and that’s hopefully the surprise. I don’t have to put a suit on and spend all my time in London. 
Aileen LaTourette: A short story doesn’t really resolve anything. It sustains tension, which is probably another reason why people don’t take it to the beach. It’s not a relaxed form. It can mirror a confusion which doesn’t have to go away.

RP: I would sort of agree, depending on what you mean by resolution. The word story, the word plot, means a crisis, a conflict, an escalation and then a resolution. Resolution can be a positive, re-assuring, warm resolution, but it can also be a kind of Shakespearean, apocalyptic resolution. The short story does have a lot more of the latter – confusing resolution, resolution that turns everything on its head – but it’s still a type of closure, a truth slamming down on the reader.

DM: I always thought there were two sorts of story. There’s the fragment, the modern type of story, where you just dip in and out of a scene or a dilemma; then there’s there genre stories - crime or suspense – they give you that classic beginning, middle and end. You think of somebody like Somerset Maugham. Whether you like him or not, you can appreciate he’ll give you that sting in the tail, that classic three- act beginning, middle and end. Personally I like the fragment more.

RP: But there’s still story there. It’s just hanging slightly outside, and that has to work. It’s more difficult to do. It’s either outside the text or internal, inside the character, but it’s still there, and those elements still have to be there, suspended over the thing.

AD: There’s this mindset, as well, about reading a book. It’s much harder reading a book of short stories because there’s no point in starting at the beginning and then ending it. They are more like poetry. You should be dipping in and picking one out, and reading it on that basis. But we’re all conditioned to reading ‘a book’ – ‘I’m going to start the book, I’m going to end the book’ 

Kayleigh Moore: In a novel you read the first page and the back page, and you have some kind of idea of what book it’s going to be. With short stories it contains a range of perspectives, atmospheres and moods.

AD: It’s hard in terms of writing blurbs.

RP: It’s hard in terms of reviewing. Reviewers always want to do one thing, which is pick up on an ideas, usually the ‘idea’ of the novel, and to bang their particular drum about that idea. So when you get a collection or – even worse – an anthology – all they’re left with is either the anthology’s theme, if they’re interested, or just to list what’s available in this collection, and pick out a couple of highlights. I sympathise with that difficulty, and the fact that it’s not very satisfying for the reviewer. So there is a problem when it comes to marketing, but that’s kind of why we read. It’s a paradox. We read literature because it’s unparaphrasable, and then we try to sell the bloody thing! 

AD: You always end up with comments on the cover and binding and the type of paper just because they can’t think of anything else.

DM: The big anthologies are interesting, when you’ve got twenty or thirty fairly well known people selected for charity or something. When you read a book like that you also come across a basic truth that only a certain amount of people can write short stories, and a lot of novelists can’t, even though they’ve delivered and they’re in this nice charity anthology. And I like that idea, that it’s probably the most difficult prose form out there. Less is more, and less is more difficult. 
Alison MacLeod: Going back to what you said earlier, about how programmatic a story writer can be... Thinking about other writers' collections and what I love about reading story collections is the experience of entering a writer’s territory. I don’t think a writer can start off with a programme or a theme and produce something strong and 'alive'. I think strongly theme-based collections look a bit stilted; they come out quite samey, and I, personally, get a little bored. I’m quite excited by writers who say this is their territory, they’re pre-occupied by these things -- it runs quite deep and wells up in strange and unexpected ways -- and you sense, above all, that there’s a vision, not a theme or a programme. Our fascinations as writers (and as anthology editors) connect collections. You’re entering into one person’s imagination from all sorts of angles. I used to see it with Angela Carter’s work. You look at a collection from Angela Carter, you get eagle-eyed realism, you get wildly experimental pieces, but there is a sense throughout of this really exciting mind at work.

AD: In a short story collection, there may be completely different stories but you get more of a sense of a writer’s personality and interests, and what they’re really about, than you do in a novel. Poetry’s the same.

Alicia Stubbersfield: What’s interesting when you put a poetry collection together with an editor is finding some holistic narrative through the collection. Most poets don’t have a game plan, but write poems according to their pre-occupations and it seems to me that a short story collection is nearer to a poetry collection than it is to a novel. Do you have a particular method of putting stories in a particular order for particular reasons?

AD: Personally I don’t care. I’d put them in alphabetical order, I really would. It’s the same with poetry as well. I couldn’t care less. I don’t care what order they’re in because I’ll go back afterwards and read them in the order I want to anyway. 
RP: I’m probably the opposite to that. I see game plans and mission statements and agendas even when there aren’t any. I often feel that a collection needs four pillars, or it needs something to hold it up like a canopy, and sometimes I’ve one or two, and it’s just not enough. There needs to be the diversity in shape and style, but you need some big stories and you need smaller, different unexpected treats in there as well. I’m working on a collection at the moment, stories that are connected to a library, and it’s a very oppressive theme, or potentially oppressive theme, and I’m finding that although it binds it together beautifully I need to pull the author away and get him out into the light – get him out into open spaces, international spaces. And so I find myself saying, ‘Do more like this’, ‘Do more of these’ – so it’s a tension, but I don’t mind doing it. 
AD: I’ve never commissioned a short story collection, and asked somebody to do it on a theme.

RP: The library one has come from the author, but it’s like putting up a tent; it needs certain bits taking out, and pointing in certain directions. 
AD: We started with poetry, and we’ve tended to use the same approach, where an author will come with a set of stories and we might pick from it the best and sometimes ask them to write a few more, but we’re less shaping than you.

RP: The problem applies to short stories across the world, but it’s more so [in the UK], because there’s a tendency to think of the novel as political and stately and historic, and as a medium that can take on big subjects. Because of that it is always regarded as something ambitious and important. The short story is just not capable of doing that; I think that makes it better, because it’s not expected to do those things.

DM: It’s a more personal form. Say you take something as hackneyed as responding to 9:11, the big novels that came out four or five years ago…That’s what I like about the form, it’s quieter 

Robert Graham: Radio used to be more open to new writers; is that less so now?

DM: Yes and no. We do more themed weeks. What we like doing in that afternoon slot is taking something – not mundane, but pretty recognisable. Like last year we did a series on backache, and got five writers to write differently about that ailment, and that was great because people came up with different things, from very dark, bleak stuff to comedy. So that’s the intention there, to get five writers to push the envelope out or confirm things about that theme. But we do still serve first-time writers. We have four or five weeks a year – which isn’t a lot out of fifty-two weeks – where we go to writing programmes or the unsolicited pile and do those as well. And then classics. So those are the three areas we tend to broadcast from. It isn’t like the old days where there were three hundred and sixty-five stories a year, they weren’t thematically bound, they weren’t commissioned. It’s not like that any more.

Zoe Lambert: If you always see the short story as a problem, isn’t there a self-fulfilling prophecy? I really like The Lonely Voice by Frank O’Connor, who says that short stories look at society from the outside, a point of critique. Could you give us a little more of the subversiveness of short stories? 

RP: When I said novels were ‘political’ I meant they’re expected to be political with a capital ‘P’. People go to them expecting a resolution or a singular, purposeful response – a shared experience, but a singular shared experience. So the big novel on 9:11 becomes the reference point that everyone can commune around – which is great and important, but it’s a different kind of politics. The short story allows you to take outsider views and fragmented views and contradictory views. A collection, or even a single short story, has a pluralistic approach. An individual short story is given the space to not have a final moral opinion. It’s a different kind of truth. It’s a momentary truth, a Nadine Gordimer truth, it’s just a spark. It’s a discrete truth that lasts a day or a moment, or the length of an epiphany. 

AD: Short stories and novellas have got the ability to point things out in a different way. If you think of Franck Pavloff’s ‘Brown,’ it’s very short and he’s just making one individual point. A short story can address personal political and individual issues a lot better than a novel can; I don’t think you can get the point of ‘Brown’ across in novel form. 
RP: When Kafka wrote ‘In the Penal Colony’, that’s politics with a big ‘P’, but it’s not contemporary politics. It’s not realistic politics. 
James Friel: For all the quietness, people are in it for the long game. So if you think of all those political magic realist novels, really they come out of Borges. The Joyce of Dubliners has many more airs than the Joyce of Ulysses and Finnegan’s Wake. Dubliners is a very political work. There is a kind of humility about writing short stories that it’s good to dispel.

Kath Mckay: There’s a brilliant collection by Tim Winton called The Turning. There’s a political point going through, which is about corruption in Western Australia, in the police force. You have to read it a second time to understand all the political things underneath it.

Roy Gray: Have you thought about podcasts at all?

DM: It’s a new medium that’s perfectly suited to short stories - downloading separate short stories from broadcasts, publishers, websites…We have this thing called ‘Listen Again’, which means that for seven days after the broadcast you can download, which is great, because the problem with the spoken short story is you only get one crack at listening to it – or you did in the old days. Now, just like something on the page, you can go back to it 

Roy Gray: Do many people do that?

DM: They do. It depends on the attraction of that week’s theme.

RP: There’s a great website I’m always championing, called Librivox, which is out of copyright literature read by volunteers. It’s phenomenally popular amongst young people. With audiobooks, the content, and the technology, was always associated with older people and so was the technology. Suddenly you’ve got MP3 downloads and sites like Librivox and the whole community is a young community. The volunteers are students or very young people and the people who listen to it are mostly in their twenties or teenagers. 
DM: Which is great because it’s the new technology taking the short story back to its original form, which is a load of people listening to one person spin out a story for ten minutes.

AC: Ra, you have short stories on the Comma website.

RP: We had 180,000 downloads over the last two years, which is phenomenal, and you can see where people are listening around the world. We also use them as part of an ELT learning package which the British Council does in South America, so people can listen to short stories as a way of acclimatising to the language.
On that note the editors’ panel drew to a close, as the delegates moved on to conference papers. These varying and sometimes contrasting viewpoints were just the start of the discussion, which carried on throughout the conference and is set to continue for some time to come. 
� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.shortstoryconference.com/CorkProgLohaferDraft_6-17-08.pdf" ��http://www.shortstoryconference.com/CorkProgLohaferDraft_6-17-08.pdf�  for an abstract of Weiss’s conference paper on this topic.
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