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. short stories:

. ' C " ABSTRACT .

. A Cry of Bleakness. Z
The Evolution of Raymond Carver's Short Fiction

. David Sherman.

©

Raymond Carver's stéries depict the landscape of

middle America. His characters areiwaitrggses, blue-collar

workers, teachers, apartment managers, the unemployed,

¢

-alcoholics, end couples at various stages of discord or

apathy. .They exigt amid the flotsam and jetsam of American

. Y4
consumer society, live in pre-fab apartment buildings, and
watch daytime television. For the most paft, they”ere
pessive'as life's events swirl around them, eeemingly

beyond their control. - - i

In this thesis, I trace Carver's development from
his early works to Cefhedra&, his moet recent collection of
I discuss, the evolutiqn of Carver's

technique and subject matter within the context of the

~current American short story, and analyze the paradigmatic

elements of a typical Cafver story—in a review of his three

.collecéions of fiction. -

Contrary to what hasg emefged as a.rather loose ’
. e ]
critical consensus, I do not view-Cagver's writing as

° —

"dirty realism“——which purports_}o contain characters who
acﬁ and speak as they would in real life. I c9nsider
instead the stories as ‘highly mannered'febles;'in which the °

' )
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most basic human dilemmas are"couched in ordina .
H 1
situations. They simulthgously address real life while

.appearing larger than life. The emotions conveyed are
real, not necessarily the characters.
) Carver's fiction taps into a universal mythology and

[}

transforms ordinakt Jdetai; into momentous.realities. It is

-this "transformation" process which enables the stories to

<

achieve their stark power. —

4
»

)

iy




S




Abstract
Acknowledgments,

1.

S

Chapter U

I.

II.
III.
Iv.

v.

thes. ..-0.0‘Q.o..ouoo’....o.ooooonoooaoootvl....00000'

Bibliography

a

iInfroduction

The‘carver Paradigm ® 68 & @ & 5 0 00 & & 3 0o s S s Ee

g
o’

“TABLE OF CONTENTS

® @ & & 8 0 .0 50 QO O 0 G es e e 0 e 0w

2

“

nooonotoonnﬂolbo.o..,o.o.aooﬂ...-bo

Will You Please Be Quiet, Please? ....cee.....

1

® #)0 08 S & 600 s S 00t

-

What We Talk About.Whén We Talk About Love ...

*Conclusion

?

©

t

vi

%

" cathedral‘. .......!‘.l....:..‘...............DQ..

o....0000...to..‘.l..o.ooo“.o..."...ﬁ.o..

) Page
.:‘.....’.......... iiiﬂ

L)

v

q'=

11

28

53

76

78 .
83



CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

>

In Sherwood Anderson's Winesburg, Ohio, the

.
-

N <
inarticulate townspeople of Winesburg confide in the young
reporter george Willard. They tell him their secret fea?s;

dreams,’ and aspirations. ' They believe that Willard .

.

1

" through his gift of words, will be able to speak for them.

He will write the book they cannot writg‘ Raymond Carver,,

like a contemporary Sherwood Anderson, is a voice for a new

generation of forgotten Americane.
| -Carver depicts the landscape of lower-class middle
America. His characters are waitre%ses, blue-collar |
worgers, teachers, apartmeethmanageré; the unemployed,
alceholics, and couples ep verious.stages of discord.or
'hpaéhy. They exist amid the flotsam and jetsam of American
coﬁ umer society, live in.pre-fab apartment buildings; and”
- wat g daytime television. |

‘ k‘ At 48, Raymond Carver has . had two lives. Born in
Clatskanie, Oregon, in 1939, Carver grew up in the logging
towq of Yakima, Washington, where his father worked at the

sawmill and his mother,wa;ted on tables and held odd jobs. i

l . . : .. .
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By'éﬂe fime he was 20 Car&er was married andythe father of

two dhildren, a fact which would prove arduous' as the
-
Carvers struggled through a series of low-paying jobs and

" -,

moves through California towns like Arcata, Eureka,
Paradise, Sacramento, and Sanfa Cruz. Thé years of L
hardship culminated wiéh Carver's descent into alcoholism
and the break-up of his marriage. CL '

Throughout the_difficult times, Carver continued to
write and drink, publishing stories mainly in small

literary magazines while working variously as a hoépital

_ janitor, tulip picker, aparthent mapégef, gas jockey, and

textbook editor. The drinking was serious, as Carver

recalls in a 1983 intetrview:
* It's very painful to think about some of the
things that happened back :then. I made a
. wasteland out of everything I touched. But I .
might add thet towards the end of -the
drink;gg there wasn't much left anyway. But
specific things? Let's just say, on
occasion, the police were involved and
emergency rooms‘and\cou;trooms.l'

Finally, in 1977, Carver reach d, as he puts ‘it, "the line

of demarcation": "It finally gank in on me after that that

1 was not going to be able to drink 1like a normdl person. .

Y Lo " :
I guess I wanted to live."? It turned out to be his final

drying-out pgrioél

In 1981, Carver published What We Talk About When We °

Talk About Love,'considered by the British critic Frank
: L

—

iKermode to be "the wofk of a full-grown master,"3 followed

by Catﬁegral, in 1983. 1In his review of the latter, Irving

.“\

o c‘&w;«;,?{; 9




- . ) '
2 A - @

. Howe comments: "A few of Carver's stories . . . can already
be counted among the masterpieces of American’ fiction"*

Currently married to the poet Tess Gallagher and

)

. recipient of tHe five-year, $35,000- per—annum Mildred and
Harold Strauss award granted by the American Academy and’
., ) ¥
" Institute. of Arts and Letters, Raymond Carver has finally

achieved the security and fplfillment conspicuously absent

in the/lives he writes about. '

4

_ ', Much of the fiction I will‘examine in this study

’

deals with life as it was during Carver's difficult times,

the times--as he stateépin the essay "Fires"-—"wheﬁ the

o

dreams go bust." Here, Carver discusses ‘his influences:

"I'm talking ahout real influence now. I'm telking,about

the moon and the tide': L

For years my wife and I had held to a belief
that if we worked hard and tried to do the
right things, the right things would happen.
It's not such a bad thing to try ‘and build a
life on. Hard work, goals, good intentions,
loyalty, we believed these were virtues and

. would someday be rewarded.. We dreamt when we
Tl s had the time for it. But, eventually, we
K o realized that hard work and dreams were not
g enough. Somewhere, in Iowa City maybe, or s
R \shortly afterwards, in Sactramento, the dreams

/ ‘ ' began to go bust. .

/s . g b The time came and went when everything
.my”wife and I held sacred, or considered
worthy of respect, every spiritual value,
crumbled away. Something terrible had
happened to us. It was something that we had
never seen occur in any other family. We
couldn't fully comprehend what had happened.
It was erosion, and we couldn't .stop it.5
cobe

er'is also talking about the failure of the

"American Dream," a subject that is at the heart of a long

LI .




tradition Qf American 1iterature.\ In The Great Gatsby, !

Fitzgerald depicts an’ America that has strayed from its
} -roots. Traditional values of self-improvement and
o individual striving have given way to empty 'materialism and

moral corruption. In Miller's Death of a Salesman, Willy L

Loman falils to recognize the purity of his son's love -and

K

commits suig¢ide in a pathetically misguided attempt at

LA . .
heroism. .In The Day of the Locust, Wes% depicts people who

' have come to California in search of ease and fortune, only

£

to be consumed by -their own boredom.- Eventually, their ¢
~search for.titillatiop‘degeneretes into  blind lust and éhe
pursuit of violence as an end in itself. )
s . However, agaew tradition or at least a
[ reinvigorated version of the o014 one, *has appeared in the
iast decade. Carver and writers like ‘Richard Ford '
! Frederick Barthelme, Jayne Anne Phillips, Elizabeth
“~‘Tallent, Tobias Wolff, and Bobbie Adn Mason——aﬁdkyounger,
lesser-known writers like JogyWilliams and Judy
. Troy--examine the minutiae of ordinary“life in a distinctly
; contemporary setting of American bleaknessr "low-rent

L. tragediee," as one charaefer in a Carver story ﬁﬁts it.

From their perspective, thé.dream is 1ong,dead;M*The new ,

fiction depic§9“the aftermath, rather than the precess, of

‘ : its demise. ' ' L -

-

Due to his output and q;itical reputation, Raymbnd

Carver is generally acknowledged.to be the dominant wxiter

v
t
.
f~]
.
> . .
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genre. Tom Jenks, the ‘fiction editor‘for Esgﬁire,

of the

observes. . . - ¢

Y

[

N . oA a

The style most often attempted by young . L
writers is-one marked by short hard-edged * . )
sentences, like those of Ray Carver, and the ey
subject matter often brushes up against

Carver's as well--r presentative of what I
would call a downsi *neo-realism. Lo -

-
LY

In his introduction to .an issue of Granta featuring .

- . . examples of work by Carver, Ford, Phillips, Tallent, Mason,

school

and Wolff, Bill Buford groups this new’writing into a /

a

of sorts, which he terms "dirtv realism": "It is a

fiction . . . devoted to the local detaiLs,.the nuances,

st

C { .
the little disturbances in language and gesture. 1;. . thig

is a curious, dirty realism about the belly-side of.

'

contemporary life."7 - ’ . o/ L., T

K4
b .

James Atlas makes a similar argument in his review

‘ of Carver s ﬁﬁat Wé Talk About Whén- We Talk About Love. *In ’

’

addition, he sees ‘the work of Carver Ford and others‘ae"a‘

and the "great tradition” in American letters.

Y

reaction against the American 1ntellectda1 establishment

1

-

‘Not - everyone has to write the great: American .
novel. But 1 suspect there is a more .

_ impersonal eleidient in the evolutioen of this . -« | «

@

" tradition." How many American writers still

now-recognizable style: the. anti- Cow
authoritarian temper of the sixties.,-Criesi .-

for "relevance".in literature a Jdodger.

hedrd, but there remains a suqucion of ‘
literary hierarchies, 'a longing to be free of . -
what F.R. Leavis called "the great ] g .

¥

set out to measure themselves.against that

,tradition——or against any:tradition? The

barren. idiom of our time is an idiom of
"refusal, a repudiation of the idea of . -
greatness. The-literary finery of Updike- and o
Styron,’ the ‘new prose declares, is archaic; =~
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b

it belongs to a vanished era, like the bowler
and the morning coat. 8

It is impoptant to bear in mind that the critical -
climate surrounding the work is. still very much in flux.
n‘. L4 '
In my view, Raymond Carver's stories are less "dirty

»

realism"-—which purports to contain chhractersiwho act ‘and
‘vspeak'as %hey would in real 1ife-—thénﬂtoey are highly
mendeted fables in which basic human dilemmas are couched
in pfdinary situétions; The emotions conveyed are, real,
not necessarily.the characters_themselves. In many cases
they are abstractions rather thaanlesh—and-blood human
beings. + i . . -

. While political and social critioism exist by;
imoiicetion‘in many ofithese stories[,there.is none of the
outrage found' in. the poiiticelly and socially: conscious

fiction of previous decades, such as Ellison's Invisible

ra p
Man and Baldwin's The Fire Next Time. For, the hard-luck

drifter/car thief of Ford's "Rock Springs" (facing an
'uncertéin futute alone witﬁ a young daughter), or the
. unemployed man who has[taken to spending .his days 1ying on
“the couch in Carver s "Preservation,” the idealistic

crusades Of the sixties Kéve been played out. What remains

A}

-~ is a transient arl rootless existence in a new kind of

Ameniosn wasteland, Consider the closing paragriaph of /

"Rock Springs":

s,

And 1 woodered, because it seemed funny, what
» would you (think a man was doingiif you saw
, . him in the middle of the night looking in the

- ' ¢ ) . ¢
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: windows of cars in the parking lot of the

Ramada Inn? Would you think he was trying to ,

get his head cleared? Would you think he was

trying to get ready for a_,day when trouble

would come down on him? Would you think his

girlfriend was leaving him? Would you think

he had a daughter? Would you think he was

anybody like you??

In this s%pdy I intend to trace Carver's development *
from his early stories to Cathedral, his mest recent and
,moszﬁy%ae;y acclaimed collection. I will discuss the
" evoldtion of Carver's technique and subject matter within
. the context of the new American short story, and will
_attembt to ‘demonstrate how,é;;ver's fiction transqugg

"dirty realism." Examples will be selected from Carver's

thred collections of fiction: Will You Please Be Quiet,
; :

. Please? (1976), What We Talk About When We TAlk About Love
(1981), and Cathedral (1983).

In order to more clearly trace Carver's pvolﬁﬁion, I
have itemized what .I conglder to be the pa:adigmaéic
elements of the’typical Carver story.‘ The stories;will be

analyzed in light .of the following~"Carver paradigm.”

.
i

The Carver Paradigm

Spare Prose Style - ) P

In The Shape of Content, the artist Ben Shahn

¢
A\

defines "form" as:

' * . . not just the intention of content; it

. is the embodiment of content.. Form is based,
- ‘first, upon a supposition, a_ theme. ' Form is,
second, a marshaling of materials, the inert
matter in which the theme is to be the case. .
Form is, third, a setting of boundaries of

L 3




limits, the whole extent of an idea, but no

more, an outer shape to the outer limits,' the
initial establishing of harmonies. Form is,
further, the abolishing of excessive content,

of content that‘falls outside true limits of

the theme. It is :the abolishing of excessive .
materials, whatever material is extraneous to
inner harmony, to thé order of shapes now %
established. Form is thus a discipline, - an
ordering, according to the needs of
content.1?

Carver's lean and exact prose, the most/obvious Eeature of
his technique,’exémplifies Shahn's view of the role of
"form": the abolishing of eiqessive content and ex;essive
materials extraneous to tH; inner harmony of the work.

/

The Contemporary Fable

It is mf contention that Carver's stories are

updated versions of an old form, the fable. Physidal
description, éharabterization, and plot aré c;refully shorn
of extraneous detgll. The pared—down prose propels the Q‘
story with consummate speed toward its essential message or

"uoral"--the depiction of elemental truths about human

nature. ) ) co ' N
;/ . . o

" Elisions

<

The elisions, or what is left unsaid, in a Carver -
A . .

story are of great importance. . In Carver's own words:

What creates tension in a piece of fiction is
partly the way the concrete words are linked
together to make up the visible action of- the
story. But it is also the things that, are
left out, that are implied, the landscape
Jjust undeq the smooth (but sometimes broken
and unsettled) surface of things.!!

0y
2
.
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Transformation Process

In the paradigmatic Carver gtory, small situations

and events are transformed into large and important

realities. Carver takes individual human relationships and

creates é%rtain,basic, archetypal situations around which

each stor§1revolves. These situations are mythic in the

Jungian sense of evoking unconscioué’rgsponses which have

universal megning. It is, as Sam Sheppard observes of higs

own work, a mythology that comes "out of the guts of man":

Negative Epiphany

The interesting thing about taking real blood
relationships is that the more you start to
investigate those things as external
characters, the more you see they're also
internal characters. Th& mythology wasn't
some trick someone invented to move us. It
came out of the guts of man. And myths are
related on an emotional level. They're not
strictly intellectual programs.!?

"Epipany has become the standard term for the

description, frequent in modern poetry-and fiction, of the

sudden flare jinto revelation of an ordinary object or

scene."!3 The traditional epiphany (e.g., Gabriel's

insight into the inadequacy of his 1ife and his =

confroﬁtatioﬁ with mortality in Joyce's "The Dead") does

not exist in the paradigmatic Carver story. The

information dis comhunicated over the heads of the

characters directly to the readers. The characters are

‘unable to understand their predicaments or to articulate

their. shadowy knowledge. Hence,'it is the reader's task to -

+

A



appropriate what are traditionally the chafactgt's

revelations. I will refer to this phenomenon as the

"negative epiphany." ' These moments are transitional in

that they invariably occurnaé the point where irrevocable,

N

L
1f not precisely definable, changes occur in the

characters' 1lives.
-~

Symbolism and Imagery - .

‘A symbol or image in a Carver story will sketch a
character's whole universe withiq thg_Ei;nk of an eye, and
fhen siowly fade as the immediate action proceeﬁs., Upon
completing the gtory, the sym?ol or image continues to
reverberate in the reader’s ﬁina and becomes the story's
signature. ?or example, the most memofable'aspect of
‘"Feathers" in Cathedral is a series of bizarre visual
images~--a plaster cast of deformed teeth, an incredibly
-wugly'baby, gnd.a multi-coloured peacock's tail. They also

function as symbols-~of the pathetic aspects of the

characters'. existence.

Heightened Reality ’ ’ . .
Carver's stories are anchored in everyday 11fe; yet

the appargnt’normqlcy of things can give way to a surreal
atmosphere or a heightened reality‘éharacférized by'feaf,
bewilderment, and, on several occasions, visions of
encrog§hing mgdness.~ Tﬁese homents ar; reminiscent of thg
'wqud of §afka's fiction, in which the familiar sudﬁenly

- appears strange and threatening. .
———

° ‘ /

.
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CHAPTER TWO -

Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?

Will You please.Be Quiet, Please?,\cérver's girst
collection of short stories, was published in 1976 by
McGraw-Hill. It contains reﬁiagd versions of stories which
originally appeared in the followinéwbubliqatioﬁs:~Esguire,

Northwest, December, Chicago Review, Iowa Review,

Discourse, Seneca Review, Carolina Quartefly, Fiction,

Harper's Bazaar, Western Humanities Review, Perspettive,

and Sou'Wester, ~ ' o ) -4

a

,"Neighbors,“ Carver's first story to appear in a
major magazine (Esquire), describes wﬁat happens when the
Millérs, a young coupie, are entrusted with the care‘of'
their neighbours' apartment. While their neighbours,-the
Stoneﬁ, are away on one of th;ir trips, the Milleérs' drab
lives take on a new dimension. Ip the courBe of wétering .
the plants and feediné the cat, fhey Eegin to partaﬁe
surreptitiously of bits of the Stones' liveé. As the

Millers become' immersed in the world of the.aparfment, the



mood'of tpe story ehifts from benign, ordinary reality to
charged fantasy. E ) .

When Bill Miller enters‘the‘apartment for the first ///
time, we are aware that he is ahout to enter another' /
world\\‘Euen the air eegms different: - : . - ///

Bill took a deep breath as he entered the o
Stones' apartment. The air was already heavy
and it was vaguely sweet . . .14

/

Carver taps into our voyeuristic desires and créates’
a seductive fantasy. Like the Millers, and almost aé;inst
our better judgment we too become immersed in th .
titillating possibilities of the apartment worlg

Inside it seemed cooler than his apartment,
and darker too. He wondered if the pYants

had something to do with the temperature of.

the air. he looked out the window,/and then

he ‘moved slowly through each room c¢onsidering
everything that fell under his gaze, »
carefully, one object at a time.’ He saw
ashtrays, items of furniture, tchen

utensils, the clock. He saw ¢ erythingvﬁ,At
last he entered the bedroom,/and the cat . .
appeared at his feet. He stroked her once,

carried her into the batthbm and shut the

door .15 //

For.her part, Arlene Milier finds the apartment
eiually etimuleting. She gee; over to hfeed Kitty" and
returns with "lint ;linginé to the back of her sweater" and,
"the color high in her/pheeks." She later reveals that she
"found some pictures" in the Stones' bedroom.!® o

' Despite'their increased sexual appetites--Bill even
ieaves work earl&Jto come heme a;d make love tc his
wife--the Millers find little to aetually,talk about. The

’

apartment fantasy becomes the central concern of their



. .

..

/ < 13
» 4 . “ '

_1ives. They even begin to lose touch with theig;own .-
identities; When~Bill Miller looks into-'the Stones'

bathroom mirror and peers out'the living-room window, it is
as if he is trying to place himself, to affirm just who he
really is: "

— He lay for a while with his eyes closed, and
then, he moved his hand under his belt. He
tried to recall what day it was. 'He tried to
remember when the Stones were due back, and
then he wondered if they would ever return.
He could not remember their faces or the way
they talked and dressed. He sighed and with
effort rolled q@ff the bed to lean over the -
dresser and look at himself in the mirror.!7? .
- N ‘
The mirror and window--traditional symbols of clarity of

vision and insight--have been inverted.  Bill.Miller does
not "see" himself clearly. He is'unable\to undersfand his
predicaménf., For the_Millers, the Stones have ceased to
exist. Tﬁey have becgye a vague, shadowy .presence
representedithrouéh their objects, which Bill and Arlene
Miller'voyeuristically appropriate ?o £111 the vacancy they
sense in their own 1lives. “ .

Lﬂ_Like Bill, Arlene Miller also begins to wonder if
the Stones wi;l'ever return. She 18 "at once astonished at
her words;? She imagines the Stones walking in on them
wﬁile the§ are in the apartment and stops herqﬁif in
mid-éentence—-CarQer hinting at her groping awareness.
HoWever,‘Carver does not allow the Millers to gain any
concretg insights into their predicament. ’They‘;ever fully
understand what has happenedqté them.and'the kind of world

they have been drawn into. 1In the final paragraéh, the
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moment crystallizes into an iﬁstangﬁff pure terror. We are
. {':f s -
left suspended, on the verge of a momentous release which

Carver will not allow his characters to efperienqe. The

. v

possi%ility of being locked out of the apartment assumes a

“ disproportion&té significance in theMillers' minés. It Voo

. He tried the knob. It was locked.

Then she tried the knob. It would not turn.

her 1lips were parted, and her breathing was M
; hard, expectant. He opened his arms and she ’

i moved into them. '
"Don't worry," he said into her ear.

"For God's sake, don't worry."-

- They .stayed there. They held each

other. They leaned into the door as if

against a wind, %gd braced themselves.!8 -

becomes something thag ig too terrible to contemplate.
e

[

We can approprigté the Millers' negative epiphany
and confront what they cannot. We can appreciate the
motiyating factors behind their obsession wi£h the
apafzment: thenboredom and emptiness of their lives and

thein.inability to achieve any true human closeness. 'The
Miilers are incapable of'délving ﬁelow the surface to
confront the deeper causes of their boredom. Their . -
~inability ?o communicate with one’sanother is‘inextricably
linked‘with theiﬁ(inability to achieve any kind qf N ¥
Intéospection. Neither of ‘them ig aware of the-

significanc; behind their actions. _Tﬁeir final embraci:is.

a union of ignorance and fear rather than a positive
affirmation of closeness and strength. .

"Neighbors" maintains a carefully orchestrated . , -7,

balance between ordinariness and a heighéened sense 6f
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reality. The story is less an exércise in ;dirty realism"
than it is a kind of.fable.aepicting‘the bizarre, almost
mad, wofld that iurks below the surface of apparent
normalcy. ‘At the close of the story we know that something
is very wrong. Yegtwe do not know guite what it is. The
impact is 1argely visceral; Carver does not explain or
intrudg.’ He has succeeded in c}éating a.world wﬁeqe the

most basic of human emotions are conveyed, often entirely

without words.
[

"Tbg Idea," another story ;n which voyeurism figures
prominently, describes a middle—aged“couple's routine of
spying on.their neighbours. The ‘man next door is in the
‘habit of peeking through the window at his own wifeé while
she is undressing. The couple (the woman narrateslthe
story) observe the enactment of their neighbour's
ritualized sexual fantasy as 1f it were television:

I could make out someone behind the curtain
now. It must have been her undressing. But
I couldn't see any detail. I strained my
reyes. Vern was wearing his reading glasses,:
so he could see everything better than I.
. could. Suddenly the curtain was drawn aside

and the woman turned her back to the window.
- "What's she doing now?" I said, knowing
g

full well.
"By God," Vern said.
= "What's she doing, Vern?" I said.

"She's taking off her clothes," Vern
said. "What do you think she's doing?"!?

Like the couple in "Neighbprs," these people's 1lives
e so thoroughly boring that voyeurism provides the

:tillation they seek, distracting them from the deficiencies

4

[
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in their own lives. Their night's entertainment is aq/gmpty

'pursuit based on passivity and instant gratification—-traits
commonly associated with watching television. Significantly,
TV is America's medium. It is a signpost of contﬁmporary

American culture'and a familiar motif in the current American

short stor&. ‘ :

~" Allusions to TV,. coupled with innumerable references to
reo - 7y .
bxénd names, have become so commonplace in 7tories by Carvear .

/

"and his peers as to take. on a pejorative connotation. Open . >

Frederﬂgk Barthelme's Moon Deluxe, and in the space of a page

one will\find references to "Artscanadg," Lowenbrau, " "Pier 1
. glasses, " and "David Hockney prints."2° Perhaps it-is such

obvious eiamples of excess (a flawed story in an .otherwise

strong collection) which has helped foster sore of'thg,

critical reaction agsinst Carver and other American writers of

A

his generation.2!®

v

In Carver's fiction, however, the TV is a\natural
fixture in his characters' lives. For example, the narrator
of "The Idea" refers to the TV in tqq bedroom:

- Vern was asleep. The little TV at the foot of
v ) / the bed was on, but the picture was rolling.
+ « « I watched for a while, but it was a talk

show and I don't l1like talk shows . . .22
- .4 ' '

. For purposes of cohparison, consider how TV %;kuséa
in snother recent short story, Bobbie Ann Mason's |
"Graveyard Day.". In this story, the central cﬁaraqéer is
-faced with the difficulty of adapting to change. She is

divgfced and has a ten-year-old daughter. She views any

~
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prospective man as somethinghl}ke a "substitute host aon a

talk show":

She hataes the thought of a string of \
husbands, and the idea of a stepfather is

l1ike a substitute host on a talk show. It

makes her think of Johnny Carson's many

substitute hosts.?3

Both authors attempt to place their characters
‘within a recognizable population:‘Americans with 1little
education whoge culture is garnered largely from
television. However, I do not believe that such a.
character”wquld actually speak of TV in-a metaphoricai
sense. It sounds like. the author talking rather than her
creation. In contrast, Carver's matter-of-fact TV
reference places his character within a clearly defined 4

¥ . 4

social tontext without calling unnecessary attention to -

itself.

Carver depicts”a worlid of specificity which becomes
larger than 1life. Tﬁe TV, like the K Mart, the frozen
dineer,'or‘country music, is a type of American‘icon which
evokes unconscious responses that have universal meaning,
thereby entering the realm of myths.  (See introduction for
discussion of'Junéian mythology.) Relevant examples in the
Qisuai arts are And§ Warhol's Campbell's soup tingfgnd
Ed&ard Hopper's eerily hyper-real interiors which evoke a
sense of déja vu COmparw\;e to Carver 8 ”Neighbors." ’
* As “The Idea" develops, the narrator reveals that

the night's activity makes her and Vern ”jumpy”fz“ As in

* "Neighbors," the coupie'e voyeurism awakens sexual

»

17,
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unconscious level, the narrator is’ confronting the guilt of °

feelings, which in this case are sublimated by eating.“ ) f 5

They both find that they have tremendous "appetites," which
they satisfy by gorging themselves.
After their snack, the narrator discovers an

infestation of ants in the kitchen. Her negative epiphany >
o™~
takes place after she has sprayed the kitchen and gone to

bed:

Pretty soon I "imagined them [the ants] all - ‘¢ a
over the house. I wondered if I should wake’
Vern and tell him' I was having a bad dream.
Instead, I got up and went for the can of
spray. I looked under -the sink again. But
there was no ants left. I turned on every
light in the house until I had the house
blazing. ,
I kept spraying. . )

Finally I raised the shade in the <
kitchen and looked out. It was late. The s : '
wind 'blew and I heard branches snap. . '
' "That trash," I said. "The idea."

I used even worse language, things I
can't-repeat.?5 -

With one sentence, "I turned on every light in the

house until I had the house blazing, ™ Carver succeeds in

-

instantly altering the mood of the story. The narrator ‘is .
v\ '

in such a heightened emotional state thatAsheris also

"blazing." While.unable to articulate what her vision .

,signifies, she is at least abIe to feel something. Vern,

in contrast verges on catatonia. Perhaps at the
experiencing sexual feelingS'(her enormous appetite), which
she currespondingly associates with creatures like the ants
(insects and vermin are‘traditional 1iterary symbols of

~

repressed sexuality). Ultimately, I believe that Caryer's -



main intent is to p;ovide a precise record. of v'the muoment..

- v e

Something has happened to this woman that is at.once

. § -
tergifying and mysterious. She canndt articulate what ‘it

(%

is, save for expressing her uneasiness at the woman who .-

-
¢

precipitated her crisis--the "trash."
' »

A third story, "They" re Not Your Husband,

i

chronicles a man's obsession with his wife s weight, K
~exposing his own warped sense of inadequacy and. the
l';opeless state of. their reletionship. From the opén'i'ng

- lines of the story,. \ths characters' signatures are clear.

Earl Ober is unemployed and a drinker. His .wife, Doreen,

* R -

works as a waitr_ess in a coffee ishop. One.night, after he
"hds been drinking, Earl drops by to try to get g free meal
and o'verhear‘.s, two men commentiné about his wife's weiﬁht.

The sight,of Doreen’s flesh repels him as” he watches the

A
-

men look at her: . .

She came back with the pot and poured coffee

‘for him and for.the two men. Then she picked

up a dish and turned to get some ice cream. )
She reached down intb the container and with
"the dipper began _to scoop up the ice cre Q

‘The white skirt yanked against her hips

crawled up her legs. What showed was girdle, L
and i€ was pink,. thighs that were rumpled and -
gray and a littre hairy, and veins that
. spread out in a berserk display.2®

. The next day, Earl suggests that Doreen go on a .
diet. This will be no ordihary diet. Beneath Earl and
.Doreen s offhand ‘discussion about diets: lurks 1:hel '
~ self-destruc‘l:i,ve imgu_lses that tc,haracteri.ze_ their behaviour

and their marridge:
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. . . . «

They talked about diets. They talked abo&ﬁ
. the protein diets, the vegetable-only diets,
‘ the grapefruit-juice diets. But they decided
. they didn't have the money to buy the steaks
. the protein diet called for. And Doreen said
| : she didn't care for all that many ‘ .
. ; vegetables. And since she ‘didn't 1like
o grapefruit juice that much, she didn't see
how she could do that one, efther.
- "Okay, forget it," he said.
""No, you're right," she said. "I'll
do something." '
"What about exercises?" he said.
' "I'm getting all-the exercise I need
down there," she said.
"Just qﬁit eating," Earl said. "For a
few days, anyway." ‘£ o
. - "All right," Bhe said. "I'll try.
For a few days I'll give it a try. You've )
convinced me." : . ‘.
. N : "I'm a closer,"” Earl said.2?7 o )

..The final line of the passage, "I'm a closer," is
® . . '
ominous. <From this point on, the worild of the story

- N -
.

succumbs to a quiet madness. Carver presents‘a picture of

-

the Amefican work ethic gone befeerk. Earl chroniciles

h . . .
. " Doreen's weight loss with accountant-like meticulousness, -

Fl

yet he is l1literally starving her. He is unemployed, yet he

. chgﬁhels all-his energy.into his destructive obsession:

Each morning he followed her into the

bathroom and waited while she stepped onto . p

the "scale. He got down on his knees with a L

“.penclil and the piece of paper. - The paper was oo

.+ covered with dates, days of the week, ’ :
numbers. °‘He read the number on the scaleo

- ‘Eonsulted the paper, and either nodded hi§ .
head or pursed his 1ips.2? -

7

' Carver's deliberately understated prose reinforces his

characters' detachment. They are deta®hed from their ownr

[

emotions and from each other. Earl and Doreen proceed as

\

if they are edfferiﬁg from an emotional numbness.

s
. \ “ ' N
B
. . R .
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fUnthinkqbly cruel and self~destructive behaviour becemes .

commonplace:

"People are saying things at work," she
said. - A . .

"What kind of things?" Earl said.

"That I'm too pale, for one thing," she .
said. "That I don't look like myself. They're
afraid I'm losing too much weight."

"What 1is wrong with losing?" he said.
"Pon't yeu pay any attention to them. Tell them
to mind their own business. They're not your
husband. You don't have to live with them."29

~~a "Thgy're Not Your Husband" is a stor'y where sadness is

gumulaéive;|Doreen's passivity 1s crushing; the traditional
concept of family life has: been inverted: Doreen muét work at
night and sleep during the day; the children are mentioned
buthit'is as i1f they are not there at all. Finally, Earl's
situation is hopeless--he goes through thg motions of looking

N for a job, but our tacit understanding is that he will not~”
find one. '

Eventually, Earl returns to the coffee shop and, in a
¢ i

Jpainful recreation of the opening sequence, tries to goad two

other men into commenting about Doreen's now anorexic

condition. Earl is by turns loathsome and paéhetic. He is
akin.to one of Sherwood Anderson's "grotesques"~~his face
: , .

literally pullqd out of shape as he indulges in a perverse
self-humiliation. Our view of the scene is so acute that we
are almost embarrassed to be a‘barfy to it:

The other waitress came straight to Doreen.

"Who is this character?" she said. '
\- "Who?!" ‘Doreen said and looked around with ‘

the ice-cream dish in her hand.

¢ "Him," the other waitress said and nodded
. at Earl. "Who is this joker, anyway?" '



' *
Earl put on his best smile. He held
it.” He held it until he felt his face
pulling out of shape. o .
G But the other waitress Just studied \

.him, and Doreen began to shake her head.
-8lowly. The man had put sdme change beside
'his cup and stood up, but he .too waited to
hear the answer. They all stared at Earl.
. "He's a salesman. He's my husband, "
" Doreen said at 'last, shrugging. Then she put
’ the unfinished chocolate sundae in front of .
him and went to totgl up his check.3° .

Doreen does seem to be conscious of her largely

1

Seif—infldcted martyrdom. She pausés and’spakes her héad .o
slowly--in resignation; perhaps?--before respondingnto the
dther'waitresseé"question about Earl. Whatever kndwledge'
she may possess, however, does not have a positive effect
on her situation. There-is simply no way out. Carver
depicts a new, "post-American Drgam" wasteland.

’ Traditional Amefican values 1ige the family, hafd work; and

* faith in the future have Bither asgumed bizarre, pervertéd

forms or have simply faded GW8Y1 V o ]

[

"The Ducks," the last story in the'collection I will.
hwd 1
examine in detail, qpens\with a description of an impending

s

;,rainstorm. The rain .will characterize the mood of the

story, by turns suggesting an unseen menace and conveying a

sense of unrelenting boredom. Small details of the opening

paragraph, "the sheets: popping shot- 1ike in the-wind," and

the central character urgently splitting‘Wood contribute to

its portentous tone: .

g o A wind came up that afternoon bringing gusts
of rain and sending the ducks up off the lake

. . in/black explosions locdking for the quiet
/ pgtholes out in the timber. . . . He worked

\ 5
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faster, driving the iron wedge down harder
into fhe big dry chunks, splitting them so
far down that the rotten ones flew apart. On
his wife's clothesline, strung up between tha
two sugar pines, sheets and blankets popped
_shotlike .in the wind. He made two trips and
carried all the wood onto the porch before it
started to rain.3!

The -central character leaves for the night shift at the
. sawmill, but soon returns home unexpecte@ly to his wife:

She was sitting in a chair by the living-room
window listening to the radio and the rain |,
b when she saw the pickup lights turn into the :

drive. She gqt up quickly and hurried to the
back door. He stood there in the doorway,
and she-touched his wet, rubbery coat with

+ her fingers. . g P

' "They told everybody to go home. The
mill boss had a heart attack. He fell right
down on the floor up in the mill and died."32

Carve; uses gesture to reveal the emotions his
charactérs are unable to articulate--a technique he, will
refine and develop in his later £iction, most notably in
ﬂWhy Don't You Dance" and "Cathedral." 1In "The Ducks, "
‘minuteiééstureé,,such as .the sensuous and evocative image'
of the man's 'wife touchiﬁg her‘husband's'réincoat, and' in
the folloyiqg paragraph her little pose in the tub and hgr
attempt‘aé a smilg,‘are-enough to reveal her fe;; aﬁd the
gulf pf non-communication .that exists between them:

She stood up in the tub and began drying

herself. When she noticed him.watching, she

smiléd and draped the towel over her shoulder

and .made a little step in-the tub and posed.
"How_does it look?"

"A1l right " he said. ‘ .
"Okay," she said. . ,
I "I thought you were gtill . . < you

" know;" he' said. ;
"I am. She finished drying and
dropped the towel on. the floor' beside the tub
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‘ :
and stepped daintily onto it. The mirror «
beéside her was steamy and the odor of her
body carried to him. She turned around and
reached up to 'a shelf for the-box. Then she
slipped into her belt and adjusted the white

.  pad. She tried to look at him, she tried to
smile.33 *

Her husband is disturbed by what has happened at

P 3

work but is unsure Jjust how to react and p;oc;eds to spend
thé evening smoking, watching iv, and flipﬁing thﬁgugh
magazcnes. He casts about in his mind for some kind of
spark or hint of change, as it is apparent'that boredom is
the central problem in his 1life. He yearng for the kind of
freedom and flight symbolized By the ducks in the opening
paragraph:

Ha reached over her, kissed her on the
shoulder, and switched off the 1fHht.? "You
know, " he said, lying back down, "I think I .
want to get out of here. Go someplace
else."”" She moved over.to him and put her leg
between his. They lay on their sides facing
each other, lips almost touching. He
wondered if his breath smelled as clean. as
hers. He said, "I just want to go back home
and--see my folks. Or maybe go on up to .,
Oregon. That's good country."

"If that's what you want," she said.

"I think so," he said. "There's a lot
of places to go."34 ' '

Aftef'a half-hearted attempt at making love, his

P
‘

mind begins to wander::

She moved a little and took his hand and put
it on her breast. Then she opened her mouth
and kissed him, pulling his head down with
her other hand. GSlowly she inched up in the
bed, gently moving his head down to her
breast. He took the nipple and began working
it in his mouth. He tried to -think how much
he loved her or if he loved her. He could
hear ‘her breathing but he could also hear the
rain. They lay like this.35
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In other circumstances the rain might be considered

)

. romantic. ~ Here it conveys a sense of sadness and
irretrievable loss. The protagonist is unable to come to

terms with his tangled emotions. He cannot confront.his

-

feelings about his marriage, his boredom, or the shock of
what happened that night at work. Yet these unacknowledged
emo%idns keep preyiné on him. They hammer at him l1ike the
reientless and increasingly threétening dréne of the rain
" that he now hears "all over the house."

As in "Neighbors," the associations of a ﬁindow with
clarity of vision have been altered. The hah cannot "see"
or understand what‘it is that is‘troubling him. SuddeAl&,‘

he is afraid. He confronts something that is terrifying in

its mystery: . "

He got out of bed and went to the window. It
was black outside and he. could see nothing,
not even the rain. But h& could hear it,
cascading off the roof and into a puddle
under the window. He could hear it all over
the house. He ran his finger across the
drool on the glass.

When he got back into bed he moved
close to her and put his hand on her Kip.
"Hon, wake up," he whispered. But she only
shudderad and moved over farther to her own
side. She kept on sleeping. "Wake up," he -
whispered. "I hear something outside."36

~Ho&ever, Carver has subverted the traditional moment
of epiphany. The protqgonist is unable to comprehend the
. nature of his p;éblems or to take constructive steps to:
solve them. He cah only experience the terror of being
.cpmpletely alone. We can.infer that his wife shares

N ¥
~N
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similar fears. Yet, ironically, they cannot share them _ .
with each other. They are destined to mer“in their own

* separate worlds. ' .

To sum up, the stories in Will You Please Be Quiet,

Please? highlight many of the techniques whicﬁ Carver will
refine and de;elop in his later work: a lean, spare prose
style, the negative epiphany, the use of elisions and
gesture,- and the creation of a bizarre, heightened

reality. ‘The bleak surface of "Neighbors, " "The Idea," aﬁd.'
"They're Not Your HuSband" show" Carver's vision of a
"post-American-dream" wasteland 5eginning to take shape.’
With their worlds slightly off-kilfer and shadowy terrérs‘
lurking bgneath ordiqary situations, the stories examined
;re less "dirty realism" than modern Kafkaesque fables.
n'I‘hey transform small situations and events into large and a
important realities, a technique that Carver will employ in

his later wo;ks.

~

e

For my analysis, I have included exampfes of what I
consider paradighatic.Carver stories. Since Will You

Please Be Quiétl Please? contains stories oculled from

various magazines published over a period of approximately
ten years, the stories in this volume are quite varied,
some very different from what will emerge in subsequent

collections as Carver's tfbibal pattern.
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2 The title story is a 1enggpy account of a man's fall

and redemption when confronted with his wife's 1nfidelity

It is more conveﬂtional in plot and structure, more

"literary," than Carver's later stories. 1In addition, the
central character expériences a fully realized, traditional
epiphany. _ ‘ _ ’

Another sfo¥y, "Nobody Said Anything," is Qery much
in the tradition of fwentieth:century American realism. It

is both a fishing story in the mold of Hemingway's "Big

t

" Two-Hearted River“ and an acutely drawn portrait of

w

nglescent sexuality--a stdfy James Atlaé'could well be  °

referring to when, in his review of Whét*Wé Talk About When

- We Talk About Love, he describes Will You:Please Be Quiet,.

Please? as "displayling] a mastery of colloquial American

idioms, reéminiscent of Ring Lardner and Sherwood

Anderson."37 . N 5 .

&

o

-~



CHAPTER THREE

| What We Talk About When We Talk About Love
\

1

‘In a recent essay, -Jayne Ann Phillips notes that
much current American gshort fiction 'is concerned with "how
- things fall apart .and what is left 'when they do."38

Stories in What We Talk About When We Talk About-Love, such

as "Why Don't You Dance?," "éazebo," "A-Serious faiky” and
“Eveiything'stuck to Him" provid;‘ample évidenée for her
argument. As a character in the lgtter stery says, voicing
-what proves to be the dominant chord in the collection,
"Things change . . . I don't know how they do. But they do
without your rezlizing it or yaﬁfing them to."39 1In
Carver's Ameriéa, permdnence and stability are either
illusibns or relics of the past. People move,
refafionships break up, families and marriages dissolve.

What We Talk About When We Talk About Love is, as

the title suggests, about talking. The storip@'deal with

! various forms of communication or, more often than not, its
absence. Carver's lean, relentlessly pared-down prose is

- appropriate fof conveying the intuitive, often non-verbal

communication between his inarticulate characters. N



In_the Paris Review interview, Carver lists "Why

k

Don“t You Dance?" as the first story he wrote after he
"finally stopped drinking." In just under seven pages,
Carver's carefully contrived reticence belies a wealth of
implieﬁ information. When the reader enters the world of
the story @and conspires to £i11l in the blanks, the result
is, as the critic F;ank Kermonde observes, ". . . a'fiction
so spare in manner that it takes time before one realizes
how comgletely a whole culture and a whole moral condition °
are'represented by even the most seemingly sligﬁt
sketch."40 X i

The odd landscape of "Why Don't You Dance?"--a man
deciées to lay the contents of his house, complete with
extension cords, out on his front yard--is described in

 thoroughly matter-of-fact prose: ‘ '

In the kitchen, he poured another drink and

looked at the bedroom suite in his front

vard. The mattress was stripped and the

candy-striped sheets lay beside two pillows

on the chiffonier. Ewmcept for that, things

looked much the way they had in the

bedroom--nightstand and reading lamp on his

side of the bed, nightstand and reading lamp

on her side.

PR . His side, her side.

! He considered this as he sipped the
| whiskey.%1

The mood is similar to that of "Neighbors." The
-story dscillates bétweep.the bizarre and the intimately
familiar.  Carver draws us into the story with such ease

that we almost cease to consider the scene unusual:

The chiffonier stood a. few feet from the foot
of the bed. He had emptied the drawers into
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cartons that morning, and the cartons were in
the 1iving room. A portable heater was next
to the chiffonier. A rattan chair with a
decorator pillow stoed at the foot of the
bed. The buffed aluminum kitchén set took up
a part of the driveway. A yellow muslin
cloth, much too large, a gift, covered the
table and hung down over the sides. A potted-
fern was on the table, along with a box of
silverware and a record player, also gifts.

A big console-model television set rested on
a coffee table, and a few feet away from this
stood a sofa and chair and a floor lamp

As the story_progresses it becomes clear that the
man has suffered a terrible loss: his family has left him,
and he is desperately lonely. Tte demise of the fqmily is
virtually_ubiquitous in Carver's fiction and that of his
éeers for example, Richard Ford's just-published
collection Rock Springs (the title story alluded to in my

’

introduction), and Judy Troy' s story "Geometry," pwblished

in 1987 in The. New Yorker. In the 1atter story, the

narrator, a recently divorced, childless woman in her
tﬁirties,Jig aéked by an old friend, who is romantiéally
involved with her seventeen-year-old éister-in—law, if she
thinks the girl loves him: ®

"What about Sophia?" Gus said. "Do
you think she really loves me?"
\iL "I think she'd die for you." )
"I- know that, Beverly," he said, "but

I don't want anyone dying for me. What I
want is for a lot of people to love me. I

. know that's impossible and I know it's
selfish."

"That's called a family," I told

l‘lil‘“oh3 -

While a part of her yearns for a family herself--earlier

she half-jokingly asks Gus if "he would like to have a baby
~ ‘ ’ | |
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with her too"--the narrator's ironic tone of voice o

ihtimates that for her circle, the very concept'of family

is like some strange relic, relegated to a huseum.
- The central character in "Why Don't You Dance?" is.
uoable to articdlate his feelings verbally. Moreover, he

has no one t%~ta1k to. Yet his emotions surface in the

form ©f his ritualized construction on the front lawn.< It
becomes his summation of a life that exists no more. It
is also a cry for help, but no one seems to notice.
_Now and then a car slowed and people stared.
. But no one stopped. It occurred to him that d
he ‘wouldn't either.**
Sudden}y, the third-person narrator shifts our

attention from the man looking at his furniture to a young

couple who chance upon the scene, thinking it to -be a- yard
sale. Carver effects a seamless transition by having the
girl speak immediately. - The necessary qualifying
information is provided in the next.sentence. °
"It must be & yard sale;” the girl
said to the boy.
This girl and this boy were furnishing
a little apartment. .
. The‘young couple sit on the bed,. trying it out:
He lay down on the bed and.put the pillow
under his head.
"How does it feel?" she said.
"It feels firm," he said.
She turned on her siﬂe and put her

hand to his face.
"Kiss me," she said. |, .- ‘ 7
"Let's get up," he said. : A
"Kiss me," she said.

She closed her eyes. She held him.
He said, "1'1ll see if afhybody's home."
. >
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. But he just sat up and stayed where he
was, making believe he was watching the
television.46

In the next paragraph, Carver returns tovhie 1ﬂI%I;1
subject. we see the man returning from the market with Jmore
liquor. He finds the girl on the bed and the boy on the- \<:>
porch. They have turned on the 1ights and are watching ’

Ty. They ask him the price of the furniture. He is in"
effect bequeathing the remnants of his past to these two

young passersby: R

.

. "I was thinking- fifty dollars for the
bed," the man said. .
: "Would you take forty?" the girl asked.
"I'll tdke forty," the man said. . .
'He took a glass out of the carton. He
took the newspaper off the glass. He broke .
' the seal on the whiskey, ‘
"How about the TV?" the boy said~
"Twenty-five."
"Would you take fifteen?" the girl said.
"Fifteen's okay. I could take
fifteen," the man said.%7

The man eventually dffers the boy and the girl

L)

aomething,to drink. He asks them if they would like to put
on a record and dance. The boy and the girl dance with
each otﬁer, -and then the girl dances with the man in the‘
glow of the electric lamplight.

Arms about each other, their bodies pressed
together, the boy and the girl moved up-and - o
down the driveway. They were dancing.  And
when the record was over, they did it again
and when that one ended, the boy said, "I'm
drunk." o S
The girl said, "You'reée not drunk."” :
"Well, I'm drunk,” the boy said. .
The man turned the record over and the
boy said, "I am.™
"Dance with me," the girl said to the
boy and then to the man, and whén the man
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is largely visceral.q'Lster,,the cumulative effect of

a

<

stood up, she came to him with her arms wide
open. . +., He felt her breath on his neck.

I hope you' 1like your bed," he said.

The girl closed and then opened her
eyées. She pushed her face in to the man's
shoulder. She pulled the man closer.

"You must be desperate or something,"
she said.4® . - <

. ". The story represents, in my opinion, the apen of
Carver's iean'or, for want of a better term;‘minimelist-
techniqne. 1 use the term here not to imply any sense of
smallness of vision aﬁd exdcution" ;49 rather, I refer to
"minimalism“ as 1it. applies\to Shahn s definition of form

cited in my introduction: ". . . the aboRfshing of

excessive content, of content that falls outside the true

" i1imits of the theme." This is spare prose of greet

&

density. In the -above osssage, the *speech rhythms
(Carver's use of the imperative sense) and taut qompression .

of the sentences mirror the earlier .description of the boy

and the girl on the bed. The initial impact of the scene

o

Carver's stark sentences and contractions reverberates.in

-our, minds. 'One'word, "desperate," is enough to send a

. > : .
shiver of recognition through our bones. " ' i *

‘Yet "the girl cannot recapture the moment she

E

. v Coe '
shared. It is as if it had océurred on another” plane.of

S 1

conscilousness entirely: ) \

Weeks later, she.said: “The guy, was about -

+ 'middle-aged. All his things right there in o
his yard. No lie! We got real pidsed and
danced. In the driveway. ©Oh, my God. Don't
laugh.. He played us these’ records. Look at
this record-player. The old guy gave it to
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us. And all these crappy records. Will you
look at this shit." * ¢

" .She kept talking. She told everyone.
There was more to it, and she was trying to
get it talked out. After a time, she-quit
trying.5° T '

Part of her senses that something happened, but she is
v :

with her own fee!ﬁﬁgs and therefore cannot commuriicate
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"unable to talk it ,out." She is funflamentally out of touch

éhem, It seems that fleeting mohents of closeness are the

most Carver's characters can hope ¥or.

If "Why Don't You Dance?" depicts intuitive,

non-verbal communication between essentially inarticulate

/

people,” "A Serious Talk". describes a situation in which

communicét;oﬁ fails cgmpletely. In the story, a man visits

his estranged wife on ghristmas day, creates .a\ scene, and

then returns the following day ‘to "apologize.".

Carver quiclly establishes the tension. In the

opening pgragréph, he briefly alludes to a few curious

3

aspects of the central .character's initial visit, viewed.

~

from the perspective of the day after:

Vera's car was there, no others, and Burt
gave -thanks for that. He pulled into ‘the
drive and stopped beside the pie he'd dropped
the night before. It was still there, the
aluminum pan upside down, a halo of pumpKkin
filling on the pavement. It was .the day
afte; Christmas.5! ., -

- As the sfory'progrésses, we are shown what happened

on Christmas day. Small details reveal the state of Burt

and VBra's relationship. They sat in the living room and |

»
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"solemnly opened the presents Burt had brought over."5? we
learn that later that day, Vera's ?g;iend“”gna’ﬁis children’
will be coming over for dinﬁgf. In keeping with Carver's

Al

characteristic landscape, the family has long since

!

dissolved.
.In what will be a pivotal scene, Burt watches his
daughter methodically set ‘the table.

From time to time his daughter walked ‘into
the dining‘room with something for the '
table. Burt watched her. He watched her L
fold the lirien napkins into the wine :

el glasses. He watched her put a slender vase
in the middle of the table. He watched her
lower a flower into the vase, doing it ever
so carefully.53

Then, in thg same methodical manner, Burt coolly proceeds
to dump all the logs in the fire at once:

A small, wax and sawdust 1o§%burned on the
grate. A carton of five more sat ready on
the hearth. He got up from the sofa and put
them ‘all in the fireplace. M watched until
they flamed. - Then he finished his soda and
made for the patio door. On the way, he saw
the pies lined up on the sideboard.’ He
stacked- them in his arms, all six, one for
every ten times she had ever betrayed him.

' In the driveway in the dark, he'd let
one fall as he fumbled with the door.5! -

Carver's choice of the word "betrayed" is significant. It
isla highly charged word, oné wﬁich‘strikes auchord, and it
becomes doubly resonant whq?-contrastedlwith tﬁe flatness ‘
of the rest of the description. We hark back toc the
opening image of the pie pan ©n the drivew;y--"afhalo of.
pumpkin £illing on the pavement." The image can now be

. \ . "

fullj understood. ‘ }.

! . s .
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The juxtapoeition of the two descriptions is highly

effective, one a delicate and innocuous moment,
representative of the family that no longer exists, an%
what it triggers--a rash display of the-suppressed'violence
Burt harbours toward his wife. Like many of Carver's |
characters, Burt is suffering from an emotional numbness, e
reflected in the detached tone of the description. ﬁe
| appeers to be unaware of the significance of his actions.
The line between violence and everyday behaviour is

blurred.

’

While the reader begins to understand Burt's

13

predicament, he himself is incapable of comprehending, much
less’::hfronting, his situetion.. His conversation Qibh his
" wife in the kitchen reveals the gulf between them and éheir
inability to face their difficulties. They talk at rether
than to each other, and skirt the central issues surging
beiow the deceptively'flat surface of the prose: -

"She looked at him.
"Do you have anything to drink? I
could use a drink this morning."
""There's some vodka in the freezer."
. "When'did you start keeping vodka in
the freezer?"
"Don't ask." .
"Okay," he said, "I won't ask."
He got out the vodka and poured some
i into a cup he found on the counter.

‘ . She said, "Are you just going to drink .
-it like that, out of a cup?" She said, oo
"Jesus; Burt. What'd you want to talk about,

. anyway? ‘I told you I have someplace to go. '
- I have a flute lesson at one o'clock."
"Are you still taking flute?" ¥
"I just said so. What is it? Tell me
what's on your mind, and then I have to get
ready." g



"I just wanted to 'say I was sorry."
She said, "You said that."

; He said, "If you have any juice, 1'11
mix it with/this vodka."

She opened the refrigerator and moved
things around.

"There's cranapple juice," she said.
"That's fine," he said.

"I'm going to ‘the bathroom, " she
said. 5 5‘

In Carver's universe, wordé and actions do not
necessarily mesh. Burt feels an urge to réach out to his
wife, to talk--in the above péssage he gets as far as

A%
telling her he's "sorry." But he cannot follow up with
‘more meaningful communication. Instead, he is compelled to
express himself through rash acts of violence, as evidenced
by the story's final pages. ' Carver reinterprets what could
be the mirror 1mage of the fireplace incident depicted
earlier. While Vera is on the phone with her boyfriend,
Burt impulsively slashes the telephone cord.’ Again, the
tone is detached and methodical. Less becomes more:; the
violence of the description is hgghtened:
He put down the receiver and stood looking at
it. He opened the silverware drawer and
pushed things around inside. He opened
another drawer. He looked in the sink. He
went into the dining room and got the carving
knife. He held it under hot water until the
grease broke and ran off. He wiped the blade
on his sleeve.” He moved to the phone,.
doubled the cord, and sawed through without
any trouble at all. He examined the ends of
the cord. Then he shoved the phone back. into
its corner behind the roasting pan.5¢ '
Thrdugh violence, Carvef!s character gain the momentary

illusion of control and importénce. Yet, for the most z
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part, 1ife's events seem to swirl around them as they
réemain powerless and ignorant.
As a parting shpt, Burt spies an ashtray, previously

desdribeq,as being frgm happier times, "bought from a .

bearded potter on e mall in Santa Clara":

HeLp ed up the ashtray. He held it by its
edge. He posed with it 1ike a man preparing
to hurl the-discus.

"Please,” she said. "That's our
ashtray."57 <

In a sense, the moment seems highly ironic, given
Burq énd Vera's relationship and their actions so far. Yet
Carver's voice is unden}ably qompassionafe. He dogs not
belittfe his characters, degﬁlte their sﬁortcgmings, a

LY

trait Carver shares with Richard Ford and Jayne Ann

Phillips.” (Several of Phillips' stories in BIack'T}cketé
strike thélépposite note, however. Their depictions of
whores and drug addicts seem to be a sensational form of
ﬁherapy; as she.expldres her personal gbsessionsﬂ) Yet
Carver's compassion prevents his fiction from succumbing to
empty irony. Innthe,final analysis, the ‘moment is far more
sad than ironic. For an inétanf, something)of whét must
have existed between the two of them is’ shared again. Even
Vera's tone of voice is different--pleadingly tender. Burt
will not bfeak the ashtray. A tiny vestiée of théir‘past
.aé‘been pres;rved. However, everything. else has been 1os£‘

ahd nothing has been accomplished. The real purpose of

Byrt's visit, a "serious talk,™ never materializes.



‘While the violence in "A Serious -Talk" is largely
‘symbolic, several other stories 1n‘the collection contain °
references to e;plicit violence. For example, "The Third
Thing That Killea M& Father Off" contains a murder and a
suicide perpetrated by a de;f—mute, literally the ultimate
Carvef inarficulate. In "Tell the Women We're Going," two
yduﬁb married men, bored with aomestic life, pursue two 3

girls out for a ride in the countryside. They end up

]

killing them as easily as a couple of boys migpt crush ants -

for sport:

Bill took out a cigarette. But he could not
get it 1it. Then Jerry showed up. It did
not matter after that.
. Bill had just wanted to fuck Or even
to see them naked.
- On the other hand, it was okay with
him if it didn't work out.

He never knew what Jerry wanted. But
it started and ended with a rock. Jerry used
the same rock on both girls, first on the
girl called Sharon and then on the one that
was suppo to be Bill's. 58(

In "So Much Water So Close to Home " another story

that contains suggestions of explicit violence, a man goes

on a fishing trip with his friends. One of them spots. the

o’ -

body of a murdered girl floating Hin the river, but: they - _

decide noé to report it until the fishing weekend is over;
The man's ﬁife’rgcounts the story.and‘expresses her horror
at his having had sex with her before telling her what had
happened that weekend. At a subconscious level she is

afraid that he is in fact the murderer. Sex, her husband's

+
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brutal insensitivity, the capacity for murder--all are

linked here:

[

-I was asleep when he got home. But I woke up
when I heard him in the kitchen. I found him
leaning against’ the refrigerator with & can
of beer. He put his heavy arms around me and
rubbed his big hands on my back. 1In bed he
put his hands on me again and then waited as
if thinking of something else. I turned.and
opened my legs. Afterwards, I think he

‘ stayed awake.59 -

Taken literally, these stories seem rather
unbelievable and the violence gratuitous, yet, as - James
Atlas observes, ". . . it seems plausiblé, a ;eminder‘that
men are‘violent, primitive, given to murderous lust."6°

Atlas sees the prepondergnce of v;olence in What We Talk

About When We Talk About Love and in worgs by Cafvef's

peers--such as Mary Robison's Oh!, a novel rife with

- physical violence; Jayne Ann Phillips' Black Tickets, a

virtual rogue's gallery of whoreé, criminals, and addicts:

and Richard Ford's The Ultimate.Good Luck, a novel about

Mexican-American drug trafficking--as thé” "revolutionary
‘ , ’ energy" of the sixties surfacing in a different form:

What does all this violence mean? it is as
if the revolutionary fervor of the sixties, .
thwarted in the reactionary period that
ensued, had surfaced again in a different
form. The blunt fury of the drifters,
- alcoholics, and psychopaths depicted in these
C - works represents the same impulse once
. expressed in political demonstrations: a
-~ protest against a world perceived to be ever
more impersonal, ever more out of control.
Hostage to a volatile, dangerous technology,
unnerved by the apparent randomness of fate,
ﬂ o, the bruised characters in a typical Robison
or Carver story can articulate their misery
only through brutal language and brutal

deeds.®! ) .a ) h x\}j




— a
} I 'suggest that not only does the violence in these
stories arise from what Atlas percalveé as the thwarted
enargy of the sixties, it is also a reaction againat‘the
lhealistic promiaes of the time and an outdated American
aream. .It is a blind lashing out by a population faceq~
with shrinking‘opportuaities and the loss .(in the upheaval
of the previous decades) of the familial, spiritual, and.
coamunity support‘enjoyed by previous gene;ations of

v

Americans.

The next three stories I will examlna—-"Gaiebo;"
"After the Denlm,d and "Tha Calﬁ"--are 1lnked both
thematically and stylistically. They contrast the'quiet
dignity of an all-but-forgotten older generation wit?
Carver's contemporary American wasteland. One one level,
the stories appear to be more trqditional, Yrealist"
‘'writing, containing idiomatic speech and subject matter.
However, dEL to their mythic connotations, they are
revealed upon claser scrﬁtiny as more generpué yérsiona of
Carver'a typical mannered technique.
' In."Gazebo," a couple whose lives-and marriage are
onlthe verge of collapse have a drunken fight in a room of'
the motel thay have been running for the‘past_year. The
pfoaesa of their demiee‘seems inexonable as the harratof
describes the start of hia affair with a maid who.wo;ks in - _

e

the motel:



used to be,

&

When we'd first moved down here and taken
over as managers, we thought we were out of.

the woods. Free rent and free utilities plus

three hundred a month. You couldn't beat it
with a stick.

Holly took care of the books. She was
good with figures, and she did most of the
renting of the units. She liked people, and
people liked her back. I saw to.the grounds,
mowed the grass and cut weeds, kept the
swimming pool clean, did the small repairs.

Everything was fine for the first
year. I was holding down another job nights,
and we were getting ahead. We had plans.
Then one morning, I don't know. ' I'd just
laid some. bathroom tile in one of the units
when this little Mexican maid comes in to
clean. It was Holly had hired her. I can't
really say I'd noticed the little thing
before, though we spoke when we saw each
other. She called me, I remember, Mister.62
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In the closing paragraphs we see a glimpse of what

"Listen," she [Holly] goes, "you
remember the time we drove out to that old
farm place outside of Yf§kima, out past
Terrace Heights? We w:ﬁ just driving
around? We were on th¥s;little dirt road and
it was hot and dusty? We kept going and came
to that old house, and you asked if could we
have a drink of water? Can you imagine us
doing that now? Going®up to a house and .
asking for a drink of ‘water?

"Those old people must be dead now,"
she goes, "side by side out there.in some
cemetery.. You remember they asked us in for
cake? And later on they showed us around?
And there was this gazebo there out back? It
was out back under some trees? It had a
little péaked roof and the paint was gone and

_there were these weeds growing; up over the
steps. And the woman said that years before,

I mean a real long time - ago, men used to come
around and play music’out there on a Sunday,
and the people would sit and 1listen. 1
thought we'd be 1like that too when we got old
enough. Dignified. And in a place. And
people would come to our door.®63

a tender evocation of an irretrievable past::
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Tha@ world--the dignified older couple, the

stability and sense of place and rootedness they

répresent—-is dead now, along with the naive optimism of

youth. What remains now is the aftermath, the new

wasteland:
' I stopped cleaning the pool. It filled up .
with green gick so that the guests wouldn't ‘

use it anymore. I didn't fix any more
faucets or lay any more tile. or do any of the
touch-up painting. Well, the truth is we
were both hitting it pretty hard, Booze -
takes a lot of time and effort if you're
going to do a good job with it. 64

"After the Denim" and "The Calm" also make explicit
the contrast between generations. In thp former story, an
‘elderly man at a bingo night with his wife is deeply
disturbed by the - nonchalant good fortune of a young hippie
<couple. During the bingo match, the man' s wifz goes to ‘the
bathroom, and when she returns she tells him that she is
"spotting again."6¢5 Later, at home, after she has gone to
bed, _the eldéfly man's thoughts return to the young couple:

He smoked and thought of that sauntering,
arrogant gait as the two of them moved just:
ahead. If only they knew. If only someone
would tell them. Just once! ~

He closed his eyes. He would get up
early and fix breakfast. He would go with
her to see. [Dr.] Crawford. If only they had
to sit with him in the waiting room! He'd
tell thenl what to expect! He'd set those
floozies straight! He'd tell them what was
waiting for you after the denim and the’
earrings, after touching each @ther and
cheating at games.t6



From .these lines we garner that the man's wife may be

terminally 111. His fear of death and resentment of the

. youhg become the story's central theme.

o

, In the final paragraph, Carver alludes to a picture

hanging in the bingo hall mentioned earlier. It is of 3, 

man on a capsized fishing boat, waving his arms:

He left the porch light on and went back_to
the guest room. He pushed aside his knitting
basket, took up his basket of embroidery, and
then settled himgelf 'in the chair., He raised
the 1id of the basket and got out the metal
hoop. There was fresh white linen stretched
across it. Holding the tiny needle to the
light, James Packer stabbed at the eye with a
length of blue silk thread. Then he set to
work--stitch after stitch--making believe he
was waving 1like the man on the keel.®7

The :image of the central character, alone with his deadly

knoWledge; practising his embroidery, evinces both a quiet

dignity and feelings of utter helpiessness:'Carver's

summation of a way of life fast fadingxdﬁt of existence.

Finally, in "The Calm," a man getting a haircut

overhears a hunter describe how he wounded a deer but

failed "to track it down, 1eav1ng'it to die in the woods.

The hunter's account becomes the story's central metaphor.

We learn that, for reasons which. the narratcr seems unaware

of, it was the catalyst for his decision to leave his wife:

A

That was in Crescent City, California, up
near the Oregon border. I left soon after.
But today I was thinking of that place, "of
Crescent City, and of how I was trying out a
new life there with my wife, and how, in the
barber's chair that morning, I had made up my
mind to go. ' I was thinking today about the
calm I felt when I closed my eyes and let the
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barber's fingers move through my hair, the
sweetness of those fingers, the hair already
starting to grow.68
The title and the narrator's feeling of "calm" are highly
~ironic given the brutality of the story he has“évegheard'
and what he has decided to.dgp. He is revealed as another
of Carver's emotionally numb and inarticulate people.
However, when analyzed within the context of stories
like "Gazebo"‘and "After the Denim," "The Calm" is also
making a larger statement about the contrast of generations
within Ca;ver's America. While the hunter is telling his
story, an older man waitiﬁa for a haircut eventually
‘confronts him:
‘'The older man put his cigarette out and
turned to the guard. He drew a breath and
said, "You ought to be out there right now
looking for that deer instead of in here
getting: a haircut.”
"You can't talk like that," the guard
said. "You old fart. I've seen you
someplace."69
I4
Later, the barber comments about the 0ld man:,
"Albert's about dead from emphysema, "
. the barber said from the window. . "We used to
~  fish together. He taught me salmon inside
out. The women. They used to crawl all over
. that old boy. He's picked up a temper,
though. But in all honesty, there was
provocation."70
The fundamental breach of the hunter's'code becomes

symbolic of the 1arger breach, between the decayed values

‘ and moral looseness of Carver's contemporary wasteland and

the doomed way of lff/ of another time.

\' - -
L]
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The final story I wil; discuss, "What We Talk About
When We Talk About Love," contrasts;witﬁ the stories
examined so far in several ways. “fhe narrator,'Nifk;
describes an afternoon with hié wife Laura and fhei:
friends Mel and his wife Terri. “They sit around the
_Kitchen table drigking gin and ;élking about the "subject
" of love." Compared with ége inarticuléte, withdrawn ’
individuals described in previous s?orieé, these people
(especially Mel) seem positivelg garrulohs._.The étofy ié
also more{generous with Qetail, and, at twent& pages,
significan%ly longer than the others in the collection.
Thematically, however, "What We Talk About When We Talk
Abogt Love" is very much in keeping with the otﬁef
stories. ’The stqry'is about transience iﬂ peoplé's lives .
and emotions. It is also about the 1ong}ng for security
‘and stability, and the fear that resulfs when these needs.
cannot be met. And, finally, the story is about talking
itself.: ‘ | Yoo

The narrator tells us tha% éach of the .characters - .
is "from somewhere else." ’They have all.been previously
married or have lived with other people. They éhare the
rcdtleés and tfansient lives typical of Carvér'é&Americans.;

It soon becomes apparent that théy all- have
'different concepts of love. -Love, rather than being "the

absolute” Mel insists it is, will be revealed ‘as something »

that can only come from the individual's own pgrgonéi



experience.

»
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she married Mel. She says that "he loved her soO mudg/he

‘ tried to kill her":’

around the 1living room by my ank{.
saying, 'I love you, -I love you, you bitch.
He went on dragging me around the 1living
room. My head kept knocking o6n things."

N i

. L f

"He beat me up one night. He dragged me

He kept’

* Terri looked around the table. "What do you -

do with love like that?"7!

When she leaves him, he eventually kills himsel#f after

several gruesome attempts:

should be.

call one night .at the hospital.

"It was love," Terri said. "“Sure it's

abnormal in most people's eyes. But he was
willing to die for it. He did die for 1t."72

MeL coun'ters by describing what he belfeves love

in after being hit by a drunken teenager driving his

father'

Mel holds up the man's devotion as defining ideal love:

r 4

1
s pickup truck. Miraculously, they both survive.

"Well, the husband was wery depressed for the
longest while. Even after he found out that
his' wife was going- to pull through, he was
still very depressed. Not about' the -
accident, though. I mean, the accident was
one thing; but 1t wasn't everything. 1I'd get
up to his: mouthhole, you know, and he'd say
no, it wasn't the accident exactly but it was
because he couldn't see her through his
eyeholes. He said that was what was making
him feel so -bad. Can.you imagine? 1I'm
telling you, the man's. heart was breaking -
because he couldn't turn his goddamn head and
see his goddamn wife."

: Mel looked around the tabie and shook
his head at what he waskng to say.

. "I mean, it was kilring~the -old fart

just because he couldn't look at the.fucking -.
woman. :

-

Terri describes the man she lived with before

He relates an incident he' witnessed while on

An old couple is brought



We all looked at Mel.
"Do you see what I'm saying?"” he

said.??
The above gzories within fhe story (the couples'

definitions o; love) becdhe the two poles around which the
N 1 4
narrative revolves. "What We Talk About . . ." is the most

complex example so far of Carver's typical pattern: from. '
the most basic and "nprmal" of activities--in this case,

“two couples sitting around a table, conversing and drinking &
. . ‘ \ LY '
gin--Carver creates a story that will probe large and

+

important realities. We sensé that something momentous
will be .revealed as their inhibitiors 1essen.and they
unw%ttingly address.their~deepest‘feérs.‘*‘

After listening toJTerfi's story, Mel propéges to -
explain what "real 1ov§? is. Howevar, before hé actuiiSY'
gets to his story, he asks, "What do any of u; really know
about love?" He proceeds to answer his own question{ |

- "It seems to me we're just beginners
at love. We say we love each other and we
do}-I doh't doubt it. I love Terri and Terri
loves me, and you guys love each othexr~too.
You know the kind of love '1'm talking about
how. Physfcal love, the impulse that drives
you to someone gpecial, g# well as love of
the other person's being, his or her essence,
ag ‘1t were. Carnal 1ove and, well, call it
sentimental love, the’ day-to-day caring about
the other person. But sometimes I have a " -
hard time accounting for the fact that *I must
"have loved my first wife too. tght'; did, I
know I did., So I suppose I am like Terri in

_ that regard. Terri and Ed." He- thought

! . about it and then he went on. "There was a
time when I thought I loved my first wife
more than life itself. But now I hate her
guts. I do. How do you explain that? Wwhat
happened to that love? What happened to it,
is what 1'd 1ike to know. I wish someone

- could tell me."7?% .

»
P ) N -
. . .
| Yy
L ]
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All of the characters fear the transitoryﬁpature of
love and attachment which Mel speaks of. Terri's 'gestures
reveal what she does not articplate. "Terri looked at us
and then back at Melg She seemed anxious, or maybe that's
toc strong a word." She is nervous, worried about him.

Similarly, the narrator and his wife play at 1little
non-verbal lovers' games to reassure thewselves of their
affection for one another.

/

I touched the back of Laura's hand. She gave //
me a quick smile. I picked up Laura's hand. ‘

It was warm, the nails polished, perfectly
manicuréd. I encircled the broad wrist with

. my fingers, and I held her.75 .

-
|
1

Yet, as Terri says, they are only on the "honeymoon."

?

"You guys," Terri said. "Stop that
now. You're making me sick. You're still on
the honeymoon, for God's sake. You're still
gaga, for crying out loud. Just wait. How’
long have you, been together now? How long
has it been? A year? Longer than a year?"

"Going on a year and a half," Laura
said, flushed and smiljing.

"Oh, now," Terri said. "Wait a while."

She held her drink and gazed at Laura.

S "I'm only kidding," Terri said.7?®

Things change:

Ironicaliy; the devotion that Mel speaks of in his
story about the old couple is something that 18 out of his
reach. Already.we see the seeds of anger and conflict
which will most likely result in him and Terry eventually
separating, as he has separated from his first wife.
Presumably, we ar:éjs assume that the same thing will also

t

haépep to the narr@tor and his wife. .
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The use of the sun as a metaphor furfﬁe?_reinforceg

the theme of the transitory nat'ure %f love of Tarver's
"world. From the opening paragraph we\ére made aware that
"Sunlight filled the kitchen from the big window behind the
sink." As %he characters’ become immersed in their
conversation, "The aftepnqoq sun was like a presence in
this room, the spacious light of easé and generosity."
aTbennthe l1ight begins to fade: "The 1light was d}aiqing‘out
of the room, going back through the window where it had

« come from. Yet nobody made a move to gét up from the table .

to turn on the overhead- light." Like love, the sunlight
will fade and finally be extinguished:

T I coufﬁ hear my heart beating. I could hear
~—— _  everyone's heart. I could hear the human

noise we sat there making, not one of us
. moving, .not even when the room‘went dark.78 |

The final moment conveys a mood both foreboding and
»‘transcenden%ai. We are left with a sense of fear and
apprehension, yet we also'sense that the narrato£'app9ars
to be -aware that a form of communion has taken placei For
the firét time, there is something like an epiphany here,
~——anticipating the stories in Cathedral. The "human noise
they sat there making"--the act of talking itself--soMeﬁow
N binds them together in their common humanity, :ven if they
are destined to grow apart fromoeacﬁ‘other. Talk is seen
as a basic human neeq(which-must have its expression.

v
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' To sum up, when compared with Carver's earlier work,

What' We Talk About When We Talk About Love is, in his own

words,, "a much more self-conscious book in the sense of how

intentional every move was, how calculated." The

collection a%so'%épresents the. apex of Carver's lean or
minimglist style: "[It 1s] as far aS'I;copld or Wéﬁﬁed to
go, cutting everything down to tE? marrow, not just to the

. i \
What We Talk About When We Talk About Love is a more

unified colléction than the first book. The effect of the

stories is cumulative. The overlapping themes of break-up,
frustrated c%mmunication, and fhe coﬁtraét between
generationg resonate in t;e reader's mind more than any one
individual s;ory. b

Like Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?, the stories

in What We Talk About Whgn We Talk About Love strike me as .

less‘"d;rty realism" than modern American fables. In both
books, the emotions conveyed are real, yet the charactegs
and sitﬁations ﬁre often highly stylized and intentidnally
contrived. As a result’of the above,:and the
"trarisformation proceésf alluded to in my infroduction, @hb

stories simultaneously address rea® 1ife .while appeéring
- »
larger than life. "Why Don't You Dance?" is, if anything,
o .
more surreal than "belly-side realism." And stories 1like

.

"Gazebo," "After the Denim,"<and "The Calm,* while

~~ .
appearing more idiomatic and down to earth, are, in the
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final analysis, contemporary fables lamenting the loss of a
»

mythic American past or golden era.

+ . what We Talk About When We Talk About Love also

'expresses a central theme hinted at in Carver's earlier

work, but'only fully rgalized in this collection. The
stories' subject matter anq relentlessiy éared-down prose
is a cry‘of bleakness mirroring the bleak landscape of
Carver's America. 'It is a nightﬁarish world where a sense
of emotiohal numbing permeates everything, includiqg °
language. 'Hope, dynamism, even the fgmilg——the“mqgtlgggigm

of institutions--are all myths.of the paét associated Qith

an American dream long dead.

a

&

o~

-
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CHAPTER FOUR

Cathedral

3

o
In a recent essay, "Less is Les,," Madison Bell

criticizes the work of Carver, Beattie, Barthelme, Mason,

. A and_othersAaswlitthzyaregihanwde£t1y¥written attempt87£0~~ R E——

capture a share of the mass ménket. ‘Ultimately, Bell

~

considers the writing to be~devoid of any real substance:
"The _new short story writers share a familiar spareness of
style which. suggests there is not too much to be said but

too 1ittiel"7? In reference to Carver's Cathedral, Bell
,  ————

[y -

argues:

Each story in Cathedral gtands or falls'on
its extreme understatemeént. In stories like s .
"A Small, Good Thing" (in which parents )
struggle with the accidental death of their

. child, this method is a suitable means of ]

N : _— mediating subjects that might otherwise be
‘ unbearable or, in literary terms,

sentimental). But in too many cases the
subjects are so trivial as to verge upon
non-existence, and the policy of .
understatement only suggests that they do not
deserve much comment.8

\ : ‘1) intend to refute Bell's thesis through my analysis
of the following stories in Cathedral: "Where I'm Calling
From," "A Small, Good Thing," "Feathers," and "Cathedral."

In addition, I intend to demonstratq that Cathedral
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represents a significant evolution in form énd,céntent from ¢

&
Carver's earlier work.
\

"Where I'm Calling From" describes the world of
"Frank Martin's drying-out facility" for alcoholics. It is
an environment where life is in a constant state of limbo;
the‘slightest upsetting of the delicate balance can ;end

things crashgng down at a moment's notice. The story takes

the form of ¢he narrator recalling a conversation with a
~—fellow patient at the facility, J.P., whom he has recently

met. The narrator speaks in measured tones. Each word and

I

pause belie the precariousness of his situation. His

speech is careful, reticent--lest he fall over the edge:
. <

We've only been in here a couple of days.
We're not out of the woods yet. J.P. has
these shsakes, and every so often a
nerve~--maybe it isn't a nerve, but it's
something--begins to jerk in my shoulder. )

- Sometimes it's at the side of my neck. When
this happens, my mouth dries up. It's an
affort just to swallow then.. I know
something's about to happen and I want to
head it off. I want to hide from it, that's
what I want to do. Just close my eyes and
let it pass by, let it take the next man.
J.P. can wait a minute.8!

In‘"Where I'm Caliing From, " two stories are being s
fold: the narrator's and J.P.'s. As in "What We Talk About
When We Téik About pove," the act of talking is important.
It draws the two men out from their contracted inner
worlds. -Moreover, J.P.'s account (the story within the

story) mot;vates the narrator to_.consider the pieces of his
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own life. This is a departure.from earlier Carver stories,
in which the past, if it is addressed at all, is only
hinted at throdgh the most oblique references--as in "Why
"Don't You Dance?" for example.

"Whéﬁe I'm Calling From," Anne Tyler observes in her

introduction to thetanthology The Best American Short

Stories 1983, "almost physically transports us, settling us

in the center of its sad little ingrown society and then,

in one splendid leap, lifting us out again."®2 The world

of the drying-out facility, “the sad little ingrown
society," is made wvivid by Carver's easy, matter-of-fact

descriptions of mealtimes and nicked chins:

. A
Tiny's hair was damp and was slicked back
along the sides of his head: He'd just come -
out of the shower. He'd, also nicked himself
on the chin with his razor. But so what?
Just about: everybody at Frank Martin's has
nicks on his face. - It's something that
happens.83

The narrator tells us tha{ﬁalny had suffered a
seizure that morning. The narrator, like the other members
of the "ingrown society,"” thinks of the seizewre in peérsonal
térms. It is something that could easily happen to him:

I'"d 1like to ask him 1f he had any signal just
before it happened. 1I'd like to know 1if he
felt his ticker skip a beat, or else begin to
race. Did his eyelid twitch? But I'm not
about to say anything. He doesn't look like
he's hot to talk about it, anyway. But what -
happened to Tiny is something I won't ever .
forget. 014 Tiny flat on the floor, kicking
his heels. So every time this little flitter
starts up anywhere, I draw some breath and
wait to find myself on my back, looking up,
somebody's fingers in my mouth.%3
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The claustrophobia and sense of helpleésneés
associated with the facility prompt J.P. to recall the time
he was trapped inside a well as é~ch11d. The incident

becomes a metaphor for the world of the dryirng-out

facility, life as. it is now. _ .

The story'S'"splendid leap" takes the form of the
narrator recalling J.P.'s account of how he met his wife
Roxy, a woman chimney sweep. In what represents another

significant departure for Carver, we are momentarily

— ey,

transported from ‘his &haracteristic bleak landscape:

v She tells J.P.'s friend that she has an
appointment to clean the fireplace., The.

. friend lets her ifm and bows. The. young woman
doesn't pay him gny mind. She spreads a
blanket on the hegrth and lays out her gear.
She's wearing théghkblack pants, black shirt,
black shoes and socks. Of course, by now
she's taken her hat off. J.P. says it nearly
drove him nuts to look at her. She does the
work, she cleans the chimney, while J.P. and -
his friend play records and drink beer: But

. they watch her and they watch what she does.
Now and then J.P. and his friend look at each
other and grin, or else they wink. They
raise their eyebrows when the upper half of
"the young woman disappéars into the chimney.
She was all-right-looking, too, J.P. said.85

J.P.'s story indeed turns around understatement--as
in the final sentence of the above passage: "She was.

rl

all-right-looking, too." Yet, contrary to Belf?ﬁ(?h;sis,
Rox¥'s characterization is far from flat. She coglé have
stepped out of a fairy tale with her top hat, brush, and
chimney-sweep outfif. It is not difficult to see why she

sets J.P.'s "legs atremble":



It was something that was out of his hands.

Nothing else in the world counted for

anything. He knew he'd met somebcdy who

could set his legs atremble. He could feel

her kiss still burning on his lips, etc. ' -
J.P.' couldn't begin to sort anything out. He

was filled with sensations that were carrying

him every which way.8¢

]

Roxy becomes all thé more remarkable when the
narrator returns to the present and describes her visit to
" the "drying-out facility" and the "good-luck" kiss she
gives him. Roxy's compassion, integrity, and wvitality
illuminate the bleakness of the "facility." It is as if
she can barely be contained in the few paragraphs Carver
qevotes to :

She moves_over. She takes me by the

shoulder I'm a big man--and she plants this

‘kiss on my lips. "How's that?" she says.

"That's fine," I say.
~ "Nothipg to it," she says. She's r
still holding me by the shoulders. She's ,/’
looking me right in the eyes. "Good 1luck,"”

she says, and then she lots go of me.87
The ordinary géstufe of a kiss and the word "luck"--
literally what the narrator needs most in his precarious
state--take on a special resonance within the context of
the story.

[
Listening to J.P.'s story enables the narrator to
face the painful aspects of his own life. It is only in
_ the final pages that he tells of his past. We learn that
W ) .
he is separated from his w{fe, and of how he and his
girlfriend drove up to Frank Martin's, both drunk. Her
story- has the makings of another "low-rent tragedy":

The reason I felt sorry for her was that on
the day before Christmas her Pap smear came
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back, and the news was not cheery. She'd
have to go back to the doctor, and real
soon. That kind of news was reason  enough
for both of us to start drinking. So what we
did was get ourselves good and drunk. And on.

" Christmas Day we were still drunk.88 5

!

For his part, the alcoholic narrator cannot help his

-~

girlfriend deal with her probleﬁs or face their

difficulties together. Like most of Carver's characters,

-he 1s only able to retreat.

Employing a device used in "Gazebo" and "Everything
Stuck to Him," Carver has the narrator recall a special
morning with his wife when times were better:

I push the curtain away from the window.
Outside, this o0ld guy in white coveralls is
standing next to his ladder. The sun is just
starting to break above the mountains.: The
old guy and I look each other over. 1It's the
landlord, all right--this old guy in
coveralls. But his coveralls are too big for
him. He needs a shave, too. <“And he's
wearing this baseball cap to cover his bald
head. Goddamn it, I think, 1f he isn't a
weird old fellow. And a wave of happiness
comes over me that I'm.not him--that I'm me
-~ and that I'm inside this bedroom with my
wife.
He jerks his thumb toward the sun. He ‘ ‘
pretends to wipe his forehead. He's letting
me know he doesn't have all that much time. -
The old fart breaks into a grin, It's then I
realize I'm naked. I look down B8t myself. I
look at him again and shrug. What did he
expect? . . .
My wife laughs. "Come on," she says.
"Get back in this bed. Right now. This
minute. Come back to bed." -
: I let go of the curtain. But I keep
standing there at the window. I can see the
old fellow nod to himself like he's saying, s
"Go on, ' sonny, go back to bed. I°-
understand. "89 nd

Finally, in the last{ paragraph, Carver returns to

the wor1Q'of Frank Martin's. The above passage is

Y 4
.o
v
)
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. contrasted with a partibularl& arresting image. The
narrator recalls a Jack London story he read in high school
(earlier, we learn that London was another victim of
alcoholism):

I try to remember if I éver read any Jack
London books. I can't remember. But there
'was a story of his I read in high school.

"To Build a Fire," it was called. This guy
in the Yukon is freezing. 1Imagine it--he's
actually going to freeze to death if he can't
get a fire going. With a fire, he can dry

his socks and things and warm himself. . P o
He gets his fire going, but then- — — ¢
something happens to it. A branchful of snow ., =4

drops on it. It goes out. 'Meanwhile, it's
getting colder. Night is coming on.9%°

( "Where I'm Calling From" therefore revolves around
two polar images: the image of Roxy in her chimney-sweep ‘

outfit--the story's "splendid leap"~--and the final image, a
‘metaphor for the utter precariousness of life in the
alcoh@lic's world. Yet perhgps’the moqf signifiéant aspect
of the story, Qhen compared with Carver's earlier work, is
that through the deviéeqéf J.P.'s story within a story,

- Carver allows his narrator to grow, rather than remaining a '
symbol of stasig within a bleak”and hopeless universe.
Roxy's love, devation, and strength in the face of extreme
advergit; (rare qualities given Carver's typical landscape
of transients and emotional cripples) éomehow inspires the
narrator:to call his wife. He is taking his first, albeit
tentative, steps toward recovery:

"I bring some change out of my pocket. 1I'll
try my wife first. If she answers, I'll wish

: her a Happy New Year. But that's it. I ~
won't bring up business. I won't raise my '
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voice. Not even if she starts something. . - -

She'll ask me where I'm calli®y from, and

I'l1l have to tell her. I won't say anything

about New Year's resolutions. There's no way

to make a joke out of this.  After.I talk to

her, I'll call my girifriend. Maybe I'll RN
call her first. I'll just have to hope I

don't get her kid on the line.  "Hello,

sugar," 1'll say when she answers. "It's

me. 91 ° .

Carver's compassion toward his characters is ,
-especilally sf:iking in this story and’ is one of the main

reasons I 'view his work as transcending some of the

criticisms levelled against other so—calléﬁ dirty realist
writeré--that the writing is cold, distant, impersopal, and
-s0 on. In all of Carver's stor?es we sense his

compassioﬁ. Even ié "Thef're ﬁot Your Husband" and "A
Serious Talk, " in which the style is deliberately detached,
‘Carver's skillful use of the artifice of detachment

paiadoxically maEgs the verylreal emotions conveyed &Yl the

more powerful.

~~

\
]

The second story I will examine, "A Small, Good

'Thing,“‘first appeared in What We Talk About When We Talk

About Love as "The Bath." The'version included in .

Cathedral is in fact a a radically different story. 1
intend to coﬁpare the stories in order t6 shed some 1light

on the evolution of Carver's techn%%?e and vision in .
Cathedra;. '

v L
In his review of What We Talk About When We Talk

About Love, James Atlas observes: ". . . Too often Carver
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ag seems detérmined o 1imit himself, as if in obedience to
’ some vow of simplicity. . . . In"rrxis most effective
stories, tﬁough, Carver relaxes this stringent technique,
becomes more,anecdo%a; and le;surély."92 Atlgs.copld vary
well be describiqg why "A Smgll, Good Thing" is#a more .
successful story than "The Bath.f“ In my analysis of What .

We Talk About When We Talk About Love I chose t® focus on

the most effective examples of Carver's pared-down style.

v -

"The Bath," however, is one story in which this technique
: /

-

falls short.

‘Both‘stories describe a young couble's Qaking
nightmare: -on his eighth birthday, their son is 'struck down
by ;fhit-énd—ruh driver thle\on his way to scﬁool.#
Initially, Carger's descriptions are almost exaggeratedly
factual end realistic. The style mirrors the couple's,
'respdnse fo the ;riéis. .Inka state of shgcky fhey are

hyper-alert, j?eir focus reduced to tig immediate

situation.

=

» : .
In "The Bath," however, Carver's minimalism appears

to have'drawn in on itself. Th%i;is one’ story in yﬁich his .
use of "detachment" fails. The story dees n§£ fransform; ) ;\\\
it leaves us cold and distant. "A Small, GoodfThiné" is

more generous. éubtlg;details have been added.wh%ch !‘
humanize the charasters enough to allow us to‘idehtify‘with .
fhem. Compare the opening-paragraphs of the stories: A

Saturday qfternoonnthé mother drove to the . .
bakery in the shopping center. After lookiqg” -

o ta
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throdﬁh a loose-leaf binder with .photographs
of cakes taped onto the pages, she ordered
chocolate, the child's favorite. ‘The cake
she chose was decorated with a spaceship and

- a launching pad under a sprinkling of white

’ stars. The name SCOTTY would be iced on in
‘green as if it were the name of the
spaceship.93 ("The Bath") _

Saturday afternoon—-she’' drove to the bakery'in
the shopping center. After looking through a
loose-leaf binder with photographs ef cakes ¢
tapeéd onto the pages, she ordered chocolate,

the child's favorite. The cake she chose was
decorated with a spaceship and launching pad

under a sprinkling of white stars, and a

planet made of red frosting at the other

end. The name S$COTTY would be iced on in

green letters beneath the planet 94 ("A Small

Good Thing") ‘ i .

‘In the first version of the story,jthe woman
character is addressqd géenerally; she is'held at arm's
lengéh from thg:reade; by her status as "the mother."” ihe
second version ;ﬁ more intimate. By addressing his |

' .
character “sbe,ﬁ Carver brings us directly into her

‘worldg,
&)

The description of the accident has a%goggg
revised' e a

At an intersection ithout 1ooking, the
‘birthday boy stepped off*the curb, and was
promptly knocked down.by a car. He fell on ‘ N
his side, his head in the gutter, his legs ip
the road moving as ‘1f he -were climbing a
‘wall.
. " The other boy stood holding the_ potato ° - »
"chips. He was wondering if he should finish , o
the rest or COntinue/on to school 95 ("The

/gpth" . .

Without looking, the birthday b sté;ped off
the curb ‘at an intersection and was ° g i
immediately knocked down by a car. He fell’ -~
on his side with his head in the gutter and

his legs out in the road. His eyes were

o y

ot



closed, but his legs moved back and forth as

if he were trying to climb over something.

His friend dropped the potato chips and (
-started to cry.9® ("A Small Good Thing")

In the second version, the victim's friend has what
seéms to be a weffe natural reaction to the accident: he
"starts éo'cry? instead of woqdering whether he shoyld.
finish the rest of his potato chips and continue on to

school.

{
B

Carver depicts a situation with which most of us are

/
unfamiliar, yet it is undoubtedly one of our most dreaded
' - \
fantasies--an aspect of Sheppard's "mythology of the '

‘heart." The sceqario probes our-deepeét fears, as well as

piquiﬁg our morbid curiosity. In the rovised version of

IR
"

the s%bry, tension ig established, whereap in "The Bath" we
gense that something has been left* out. After 'the boy has.
been taken to hospital, we allow ourselves to become
directly involved in the chargcters' vigil. Like the
couple in the story, we hang on to the doctor's every word
aqd‘ggsture: | ‘

"Let's just first see how he's doing,"
the doctor said. He moved to the side of the ,
bed and- took’'the bqy's pulse. Heé peeled back =~ ' \\Qv
e eyelid and then the other.. Howard and :
A stood beside the doctor and watched.
Then the doctor turned back the covers and . »
. ligtened, to the boy's heart and lungs with - .
his stethoscope. He pressed his fingers here
and there on the abdomen. When he was
,finished, he went to the end of the bed and *
studied the chart. He noted the time, -
* scribpbled something on the chart, and then
looksd at Howard and Ann. )
' "Doctor, how is he?" Howard said.
"What's the matter with him exactly?" -
. "Why doesn't he wake up?" Ann said. 97
("A Small Good Thing").
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The lengthy description of the doctor's mysterious
examination, followed by the couple's slmple.questions,

conveys a sense of urgency and emotion which is

-

conspicuously lacking 'in the earlier version:

The doctor came in. He looked tanned and
» healthier than ever. He went to the bed and
examined the boy. He said, "His signs are
fine. Everything's good." N
The mother said, "But he's sleeping.
"Yes," the doctor said.
The husband said, "She's tired. She's.
starved. . .
. The doctor said,» "She should rest.
. She should eat. Ann," the doctor said. : -
. "Thank you," the husband said. .
. He shook hands with the doctor and the
doctor patted .their shoulders and left.98
("The Bath") )

As the ordeal wears on, the mood of the revised
story, in keeping with fhg protagonists"groWing physicai
and mental exhaustion, becomes tinged with Carver's

famiiiar understated surrealism.. This is brought)about

° [

through a series of bizarre phone calrﬂ‘\:ime at

inexplicable hours of the day and night, Yade by ‘the baker

whom the boy's mother enlisted to bake a birthday cake for -~

-

her gon-before'tpe\accident. In neither story are we
provided witﬁ mﬁch of the baker's character when we fifgt
.meet him. .§et'iﬁ "A Small, Good Thing" there is enough'fﬁ
sﬁimulate éur curiosity. We wonder why he is so abrup% and
what is behind his strange ménner.%:

It is at‘thié point that Carver fgdicallg alters the
';econd version of #be”éto;y. 'In "The Bath," the story ends

with "the boy lapsing into a coma, while in "A Small, Good

H
‘e
£} 4
® B
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Thing," he dies from hig injuries. Husband and wifé return
home f?bm the hospital after the tragedy has taken its
ultimate course and finally realize that it is the baker
who has been making the phone calls.

But now, in what represents a departure from the
stories exam;ned to date, there will be a-breakthrough—-an

eplphany of sorts. The baker, who up to this point has

’

been seen solely through the eyes of the devastated couple,
is revéaled to héve a more human side. The second version
ofithe story, in Irving Howe's words, "transforms thg baker
‘from an abstract evil Force into a flawed humaQ

creature."99 Whed.the couple confronts him, we learn of
’ [

his loneliness and difficulty in communicating with

others. His strange phone calls become more‘plausiblé when
we realize that this is a man cut S}f from the rest’of
society, a man in his own sad world:

"Let me say how sorry I am," the baker
said, -putting his elbows on the table. "God
alone knows how sorry. Listen tome. I'm
Just a baker. I don't claim to be anything
else. Maybe once, maybe years ago, I was a
different kind of human being. . . . I don't
have any children myself, so I can only
imagine what you must be feeling. All I can
say to you now is that I'm sorry. Forgive °
me, if you can," the baker said. "I'm not'an
evil man, I don't think. Not evil, 1like you
said on the phone. You got to understand
what it comes down to is I don't know how to
act anymore, it would seem."!°° ("A Small
Good Thing")

In the closing paragraphs, the tenderness of the

description and the give and take of their conversation
, N - " > -

b
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(as the baker tells the couple of his “loneliness" and

"sense of doubt and limitation") convey the significance Jf

human interaction in the face of such an overwhelming

tragedy: ¢

He served them warm cinnamon rolls just out s
of the-:oven, the icing still runny. He put :

. butter on the table aud knives to spread the
butter. . . .

They ate rolls and drank coffee. Ann
was suddenly hungry, and the rolls were warm
and sweet. -"She ate three of them, which
pleased the baker. Then he began to talk.

They listened carefully. Although they were
tired and in anguish, they listened to what

the baker had to say. They nodded when the
baker began to speak of loneliness, and of s
the sense of doubt and limitation that had ‘
come to him in his middle years. He told

them what it was like to be childless all 3
these years.

"Smell this," the baker said, breaking
op¢n a dark loaf. "It's a heavy bread but
rich." They smelled it, then he had them

‘taste it. It had the taste of molasses and -
coarse grains. They listened to him. They
ate what they could. They swallowed the dark
bread. It was like daylight under the
fluorescent trays of light. They talked on
into the early morning, the high, pale cast
of light in the windows, and they did not .
think of leaving.!°! ("A Small Good Thing") "

)

The symbolic gesture of sharing the bread--a "small, good
thing"~--represents the sort of affirmation, albeit in the
bleakest of circumstances, entirely absent in earlier

v

stories.

Tbe title story, "Cathedral," was Carver's first

story written after the publication of What Weufalk About

When We Talk About Love and. is fittihgly the icentrepiece of
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the collectién. - Like "A Small, Good Thing" and "Where I'm
Calling. From," "Cathedral" is longer and more generous with ‘
detail than earlier Carver stories. The story introduces
another'truly memorable character, comparable in energy and
life-affirming vitality to Roxy in “where I'm Calling
iFrom," and succeeds in transporting the reéder, in an
equally "splendid leap," out from Carver's typical bleak
landscape. In "Cathedral," however, the leap occurs in the
‘ closing paragraphs and becomes the stoyy's signature.
"Cathedral," like most of Carver's fiction, revolvés
. L4
around the transformation of a seemingly small event into
something -momentous.” The characters are familiar: a couple
trapped within the monotony of their daily lives and a
troubled marriage. The "event" takes the form of a visit
from a friend of the narrator's wife, Robert, a blind man -
for whom she used to work before she was married.

In the opening passages, the ngrrator's breezy
description of his wife's previous marriage and attempted
suicide revqais the extent of his emotional numbness, and
effectively distances him from the reader: : :

. My wife's officer was posted to one base and

« then another.- She sent tapes from Moody AFB,
McGuire, McConnell, and finally Travis, .near
Sacramento, where one night she got to
‘feeling lonely and cut off from people she
kept losing in that moving-around life. She ‘
got to feeling she couldn't go it another ' X *
step. She went in and swallowed all the
pills and capsules in the medicine cheet and

washed them down with a bottle of gin. Then
she got into a hot bath and passed out. '



But instead of dying, she got sick.
- She threw up. Her officer--why should he
have a name? he was the childhood sweetheart,
and what more does he want?--came home from
" somewhere, found her, and called the ‘
ambulance. In time, she put it all on tape

and sent the tape to the blind man. Over the .

yvears, she put all kinds of stuff on tapes . .

and sent the tapes off lickety-split. Next

to writing a poem every year, I think it was '

her chief means of recreation.!°?

The narrator appears jaded and rather ‘insensitive.
‘Dissatisfied with his job and bored with 1ife, he retreats
into pot-smoking and TV-watching. We learn that he and his
wife "hardly went to bed at the same time" and that "every
night he smoked dope and stayed up as long as he could
before falling aslesep." Any dialogue between them only
results in exasperation.

Robert is & messenger. He will.attempt to connect

» with his counterpart and draw him out from his narrow,
cleustrophobic world. in contrast to Carver's earlier
stérieé, however, real communication and a true human bond
will be achieved. After sharing dinner and some marijuana, -
the narrator's wife falls asleep on the sofa. Rébert and

v the parrafor remain awake with the TV on, tuned to a
documentary on cathédrals.’ While watching the program, it
occurs to him that Robert would have no concept of what a
cathedral actually looks like. Accordingly, he.at@empts to
describe a cathedral, but soon runs info difficulty.
Finally, Robert suggests that they draw one--together. 1In

contrast to the sense of distance evoked in the story's

opening pages, the prose is breathless and intimate,

e
q o '
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mirroring the newfound intimacy between Robert and the

narrator:

-

He found my hand, the hand with the pen. He
closed his hand over my hand. "Go ahead,

- bub, draw,” he said. "Draw. you'll see.

I'll follow along with you. 1It'll be okay.
Just begin now like I'm telling you. You'll
see. Draw," the blind man said.

So I began. First I drew a box that
looked 1like a house. It could have been the
house I lived in. Then I put a roof on-‘it.
At either end of the roof, I drew spires.
Crazy.

’ "Swell," he said. "Terrific. You're
doing fine," he said. "Never thought
anything 1like this could happen. in your
lifetime, did you, bub? Well, it's a strange
life, w2 all know that. Go on now. Keep it
up. n

I put in windows with arches. I drew
flying buttresses. I hung great doors. I
couldn't stop. The TV station went off the
air. I put down the pen and closed and
opened my fingers.’ Thd blind man felt around
over the paper. He moved the tips of his
fingers over the paper, all over that I had
drawn, and he nodded.!°3

In typical Carver fashion, the story ends with a

powerful sensual image. In "Cathedral," however, the final

image is one of hope and possibility, as opposed to the

images of fear, danger, and uncertainty depicted in stories

4 .
as diverse as "The Ducks," "What We Talk About When We Talk

About Love," and "Where I'm Calling From":

My wife said, "What's going on?. Robert, what
are you doing? What's going on?"

"It's all right," he said to her.
"Close your eyes now," the blind man said to
me. »

I did . it. I closed them just 1like he
said. ) :
"Are they closed?" he said. Don't
fudge." '



"They're closed," I said.

"Keep them that way," he said. He
said, "Don't stop now. _Draw." 9

So we kept on with it. His fingers
rode my fingers as my hand went over the
paper. It was like nothing else in my life
up to.now.

Then he said, "I think that's it. I
think you got it," he said. "Take a look.
What do you think?"

‘ But I had my eyes closed. I. thought
I'd keep them that way for a little while
_longer. I thought it was something I ought

to do.

"Well?" he said. "Are you looking?"
My eyes were still closed. I was in
my house, I knew that. But I didn't feel
like I was inside anything.
' "It's really something," I said.1o4
The narrator is able to break free from his
indifference and emotiongl numbness. He has gained the
capacity for empathy. Earlier, during the meal, the
narrator makes a joke out of saying grace. But Robert
appears to take 1t seriously at first, implying that he' is
indeed religious. ' .
A "Now let us pray," I said, and the
" blind man lowered his head. My wife looked
at me, her mouth agape. "Pray the phone
won't ring and the food doesn't get cold," I
said.195
Clearly, the tone of the story is different in the
‘-final pages. As in the closing passages of "A Small, Good
Thing," the moment fairly glows with an almost spiritdal
quality, revealed through the tenderness of the description
-
and the primal bond Robert and the narrator share. This
spiritual quality does not necessarily pertain to any
organized religion, however, even if it has been brought

&
about by the drawing of a cé%hedral. I believe that the
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moment and the titlg "Cathedral" stand for someth?.ng more
general. prerf‘is blind, yet he is able to see with an
inner eye. Through their contact, the narrator is lifted
from his drab, constricted world and is finally able to
experience a sensé of wonder and'a heightened
consciousness. -

Whiie "Cathedral" is clearly the most optimistic
story in the collectiPn, several of the stories, notably
"Preservation;" "Chef's House," "Vitamins," and "Feathers"
gtill eipress Carver's famliar bleak vision. -
"Preservation" is perhaps the parédigmatic example of
Carver'é treatment of themes of stasis and~utte}
hopelessness--an unemploye@ man takes to spending his days
lying on the couch, oblivious tp his life collapsing around

him. And in "Chef's House," the closing lines; ". . . and

fhat will be the end of it,"!%6' gum up a couple's brief

attempt at rekindling'a broken marriage--an effort destined

.for failure. '

¢

The two other sto;ies, "vitamins" and "Feathers,"
constrast a more generous, idiomatic version of Carver's
mannered, pared-down dialogue with an understated
surreal atmosphere. In the formeF sto?y, a man's botchéﬁ

. L3
tryst precipitates a disturbing vision as he confronts his

' wife while she is having a dream:

. . « Things rolled into the sink. "Where's .
the aspirin?" I said. I knocked down some

more’ things. I didn't care. Things kept
falling.'°7 ' ,/’9
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Clearly, the moment has assuhed a quality quite different
from "dirty" or literal realism. Its power 1is derived ‘
chiefly from its surreal and nightmarish aspecfs.

.‘ In-"Feathers;" there are indications of hope and
possibility (for one of the couples at least) and a rich
landscape unlike anything in the eaflier books. In the
story, the narrator recalls the time,hyears before, when he
and his wife Fran--a "big tall‘driqﬁJPf waéer\with blond '
. hair that hangs down her baék"—fwere 552;hat a co~-worker's
house for dinner. At"fifst, the vxggt is like sdmething .
out og a freak show. They are greqted by the coﬁple's pet
"peacock, come face to face with a plaster cast of deformed
teeth sitting on top of°the TV, and meet the couple's
hideously ugly baby. We learn that the teeth are to remind
the womgn, Olla, "how much she owes" her husband, Bua; who
paid to get them fixed. ’

Yet, as the evening progresses, things begin-to seem
'less strange. Fran holds the baby and plays with it while
_her husband watches. The evening haé&made an impression on
theﬁ. The narrator feels that it was "spebial": "That
evening I felt good about almost everything in my
1ife."1 98 Franfnow wafits to have a baby too:.

After we got home from Bud and Olla's that-

night, and we were under the covers, Fran

said, "Honey, f£ill me up with your seed!"

When she said that, I heard her all the way

down to my toes; and I hollered and lat
go 109

-
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Like "Cathedral," "Feathers" expresses the

Chekhovian theme of finding solace in small, everyday human

a

inggraction. However, "Feathers" is still ultimately a

fable about "erosion," a familiar topic in Carver's fiction

r

and is very much anchored in Carver's "post-American-dream"
L/
landscape. In the final paragraphs, the narrator observes:

Fran doesn't work at the creamery anymore,
and she cut her hair a long time ago. She's
gotten fat on me, too. We don't talk about
it. 'What's to say?

c ., Once in a blue moon, he [Bud] asks about my
family. When he does, I tell him eVerybody's
fine. "Everybody's fine," I say. I close
the lunch pail and take out my cigarettes.
Bud nods and sips his coffee. The truth is,
my kid has a conniving streak in him. But I
don't talk about it. Not.even with his )
mother. Especially her. She and I talk less
and less as it 1s. Mostly it's just the TV.
But I remember that night. I recall the way
the peacock picked up its gray feet and °
inched around the table. And then my friend
and his wife saying goodnight to us on the s
porch. 1I remember all of us shsking hands, )
hugging each other, saying things. In the
car, Fran sat close to me as we drove away.
She kept her hand on my leg. We drove home
like that from'my friend's house.!10°

. .;f

>

To conclude,- Cathedral represents an "opening up",k

3

for Carver in terms of both form and content. 1In Carver's

\

own words:

e T

- ["Cathedral" is] totally different in
conception and execution from any stories
that have come before. I suppose it reflects
a change in my life as much as it does in my
way of writing. . . . There was an opening up

} when I wrote the story. 1I knew I'd gone as

far the other way as I could or wantéd to go:;




cutting everything down to the marrow, not:
Jjust to the bone. Any farther in that

. direction and 1'd be at a dead ‘'end. . . . But
all of the stories in the new book, the one
called "Cathedral," were written within an
eighteen-month period; and in every one of
them I feel this difference.!!!

-

For the first time, Carver's characters experience
' "

more traditional forms of epiphéﬁy, as opposed to the
"negative" epiphany of previous collections. And where.as-
stories 1like "Viewfinder" and "Why D;n't You Dance?"
- revolve around a series of obliq}xe'gesi:ures and :'Ln?érences;
’gesture-—in the form of sharing l:read in "A Small, G;Jod
Thing" or tracing a drawing in "Cathedral"--is now clearly

related to ‘achieved rather fhan frustrated communication.

f

3
’

Two stories, "thlare I!m Calling From" and
"Cathedral,"' stand a-'uone. They are, in my opinion, _
Carver's most sophisticated work. Whereas the earlier ,

‘stories are, in a sense, exercises in a particular -
form--the "cohtempora_ry Amer‘ican fable"——"cétpedrél" and
"Where I'm Calling From" combine‘ fable-with a more natur{l
and more fully r!alized narrative structure.

Contrary to Madison Beéll's thesis, I believe that
Carver has succeeded in creating me;orable 'ch'aracters, ) ’
particularly with stories like "wixere I'm Calling From," "A
. Small, Good Thing," "Feathers," and "Cathedral." Surely,
the situations depicted in the above 'stori'bs are ‘anytahingx

bu$ "trivial." 1It-'is my opinion that the stories in

Cathedral, far from being "facelessly uniform" and existing

as "different shades of nothing, " contain a marked variety

Q [/ ,
3 ‘ \
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v

of subtlety and nuance despite sharing Carver's 4 ’
characteris'tic."policyﬁ of understatement." .Rather _t‘xan ,
suggesting that "they [the situations] do not deserve much
commént," I be|1ieeave that Carver's understated prose 1‘101: i
only e{\hances»the stoﬂr'ies" impact, but'is perhaps the only

‘
.

suitable method%f deél«ing with their elusive sub’je‘cjﬂ
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.‘coliections of fiction,
o '

)

CHAPTER FIVE 7

.
’

Conclusion

“

. ' ; . : . N
Inﬁf:i; study, my intent has been to trace Raymond

T < ) > .
Carver's de¥€lopment from his early works to Cathedral, his
most recent collectién of short stories. Tn order to shed"

.libht on the evolution of Carber{s technique and subject

matter, the paradfgmatic'elements of a typical Carver story

have{been:discussed with respect to Carver's, three

4 i
» -

. “Contrary to Qhatfhas emerged as" a rather'loose
critical consensus, I do not view Carver' s\%riting as,
literal or, t\\use Bkﬁ} uford s term, "d}rty realism."

;—/g&,w .
Due to their surreal qualities and Carver's compassionate

« P > ‘b

voice, I believe that the stories are, instead highly

maqllled fables in which the most’ basic human dilemmas .are .

N

codched within ordinary situabions. The stories ' I

»
' ’

simultaneously address real life while appearing larger
A

¢

- than lifi_' The emotions are real not necessarily the L f;

Y

. characters. < B . Ly

2 ‘

f Carver' s stories tap into a universal mythology akin -

e

to Sam Sheppard's "mythology out of the guts of man,",anh

‘ transform ordinary detail into momentous realities.- It is .
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this "tfansformation"‘process that gives his stories their
‘stark pewer. As Picasso 6bservee of the visual arts:

There are painters who transform the Sun into
a yellow spot, but there are others who, with
the help of their art and their intelligence, '
transform a yellow spot into @ Sun.!12"- s

It is fitting that in his clﬁeing statement in the ¢ ..

Paris Review interview, Carver bimse}f’censidere the

aesthetic aspect of his work its most significagt
; N
component: ' ’

The®days are gone, if they were ever with us,
when a novel or a play or a book of poems -
could change people's.ideas about the world
they lived in or even about themselves.
Maybeswriting\ﬁéction about particular kinds .~
of people 1livi particular kimds of lives
will allow certain areas of life to be
" * understood a little better than they were
’ before. 1But I'm afraid that's it, at least
as far gs I'm concerned. . . . Good fiction Y
is partly bringing of the news from one world
, to another. That end is good in and of .
1 itself, I think. But changing things through ’ ‘
<« fiction, changing somebody's political
. affiljation: oi:the political system itself,
’ or saving the whales or the redwood/trees,
no. . .. And I don't think it should have
to do, any of those things, either. 1It o T
doesn&t have to do anything. It just has to
be there for the fiercde pleasure we take in
 doing it, and the different pleasure that's
taken in reading something that's durable and
., made to last, as well as beautiful in apd of

itself. Something that throws off thes o
sparks--a persistent and steady glow, however
dim,1:3 N

0

To write about the struggles of ordinary people and

to do it well--to elevate it to ghe status of art--is, in

4

ny view, Carver 8 major achievement and greatest d

contribution.
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