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IS STYLE IN SHORT FICTION DIFFERENT
FROM STYLE IN LONG FICTION?

Michael Toolan
University of Birmingham, U.K.

Résumé: Le style des fictions bréves est-il le méme gedi des fictions longues ? Plus
précisément, les nouvelles different-elles stylisment des romans (méme si on ne considére
que quelques types de nouvelles et quelques typesnthns et que I'écart soit plus une question
de degré que de nature) ? Dans le contexte d'doqe@ sur le Style dans la Fiction, cet article
définit quelques traits spécifiques a la nouvateparticulier quand ils different de ceux que I'on
observe dans le roman. L'article débute avec demplbes dans lesquels il est difficile d'observer
des différences notables entre nouvelles et ronlEngappelle ensuite quelques caractéristiques
généralement associées a la nouvelle. Enfin, mateése porte sur l'utilisation, dans certaines
nouvelles (mais pas, telle est ma thése, dansoteans) de ce que je nomme des passages de
Grande Implication Emotionnelle qui different dsteede la nouvelle d’'un point de vue formel
et fonctionnel.

Mots-clés fiction bréve — fiction longue — émotions — genre

Where long fiction and short fiction styles do nosystematically diverge

What are the key features of style in fiction, according ¢edh and
Short in their book of that name? The features singled out int€h&nclude
lexical features, grammatical features, figures of dpe¢c., and cohesion and
context. It is doubtful that these are somehow consistently dicpably more
(or less) prominent in long fiction than short fiction. What then lo&ier 6,
which adopts and takes forward Roger Fowler’s idea of ‘minde’8tylrhat
notion is quite clear in the Leech and Short discussion; it has reaeered
quite convoluted in some more recent treatments but has asnitslcand
powerfully simple idea the thesis that in some kinds of narratguch as the
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Benjy-focalised opening section of Faulknefee Sound and the Fuwthe
style discloses the mind. Similarly, in Mark Had@omhe Curious Incident of
the Dog in the Night-timenarrated by a boy who has Asperger's Syndrome,
the claim is that the marked and remarked-upor stiythis narration is as it is
because it purports to be a representation or ssjore of an autistic boy’s way
of thinking and interpreting. There is always asn@nt of virtuoso performance
on the part of the writer in these efforts, alorithvdoubts about good faith or
fair dealing (how can Mark Haddaeally know what goes on in the mind of
someone with autism?) and even about logicalityv(ban dribbling, moaning,
illiterate, virtually-languageless Benjy really leathe degree of comprehension
and orderliness, in sentences and paragraphs,thikabpening section of
Faulkner’s novel attributes to him?).

Caddy was walking. Then she was running, her bookshtswinging and jouncing
behind her.

"Hello, Benjy." Caddy said. She opened the gatecame in and stooped down. Caddy
smelled like leaves. "Did you come to meet me."sdid. "Did you come to meet Caddy.
What did you let him get his hands so cold for, ket "I told him to keep them in his
pockets." Versh said. "Holding on to that ahun gate

These considerations in turn remind us of the pumaned fictionality
of mind style narration. No-one, as far as | kndwas attempted fictional
depiction, using mind-style narration, of histoticharacters like Wittgenstein,
Beethoven or Marie Curie, and one can see whytamriight be deterred.

Again, it seems unlikely that mind style will monaturally emerge in
novels than in short stories, even if the sheeerdgxbf the novel, and its
opportunities to depict several characters in sdepth, make a switching to a
mind style easier to accommodate. Chapters 7 afds8yle in Fictiondiscuss
the principles governing the rhetoric of literamxit (e.g., manipulation of
salience via changes in end-focus or subordinatéong iconicity) and of
literary discourse (e.g., the potentially multifggels of discourse structure, the
concepts of implied reader and author, the funatmprof irony, tone and
distance in discoursal point of view): again, theeems little reason to suppose
that these are qualitatively different in storikart in novels. In short, there are
plenty of dimensions of style in fiction, as suredyin Leech and Short’'s 1981
study, where one would have difficulty in maintaigi the claim that the
stylistician had to be sensitive to whether the texstudy were novel or story.
The partial exception | will shortly turn to is c&d by a functional/experiential
consideration that applies especially sharply ® short narrative form: the
imminence, from the outset, of the ending. But befdiscussing this stylistic
and textural exception in detail, some general ofag®ns about what
distinguishes the short story as a type of ficao@in order.
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What defines the short story?

A minimalist hypothesis would be to assert that shert story differs
from the novel essentially only in size or length,, in the number of words
used. Indeed if one adopted notional norms of s@@p®dwords and 80,000
words respectively for story and novel, but allowéde deviations from those
standards, one might be able satisfactorily to #@tvast majority of stories
and novels into the two categories with few exaay®i The average story
length in Joyce’Dublinersis 5,000 words, while the length of Hertrait of
the Artist as a Young Mas 86,000 words approximately. And so on, for very
many 20" century stories and novels. | am inclined to $eestory: novel size
differential (here somewhat arbitrarily set at 11, which might reflect a
reading-time contrast of roughly one hour and smteours, accompanied by
one drink by contrast with sixteen, suffering freypically one interruption in
the reading as against sixteen such; read typiadllgne sitting as against
sixteen for the novel; and so on.

Many other differences wholly depend from theséedint word-length
norms. But shortness is identificatory rather thafiormatively definitional.
We need to go back to Poe and his brilliant obgiEms, to begin to build an
informative description of the modern short story.

Were we called upon, however, to designate thatsctd composition which, next to
such a poem as we have suggested, should bektHalflemands of high genius—should
offer it the most advantageous field of exertion-sk@uld unhesitatingly speak of the
prose tale, as Mr. Hawthorne has here exemplifiedMie allude to the short prose
narrative, requiring from a half-hour to one or tlours in its perusal. The ordinary
novel is objectionable, from its length, for reasaiready stated in substance. As it
cannot be read at one sitting, it deprives its#l;ourse, of the immense force derivable
from totality. Worldly interests intervening during the pauséperusal, modify, annul,
or counteract, in a greater or less degree, theesspns of the book. But simple
cessation in reading would, of itself, be suffitiém destroy the true unity. In the brief
tale, however, the author is enabled to carry betftliness of his intention, be it what it
may. During the hour of perusal the soul of thalegas at the writer's control.

If we combine Poe’s observations with some simpetjzal considerations,
we may reach the following interim conclusions:

« Short stories are mostly, and surely typicallydrabone sitting.

« As a result, the reader who begins reading hasnd the completion of the reading in
a way that the reader who embarks on a novel doesimilarly have the novel's
ending in contemplation.

« A reader who has in mind the completion of the mgaf a story may extend that
completion-mindedness to their reading of the niaear text.
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« Thoughts about how a story will conclude may begughout the reading of the story,
more strongly an influence on that reader than #reyon someone reading a novel
(where these questions or pressures only fully takd as the final few dozen pages
are reached..)

« This extra focus, in the short story, on ‘negotigtthe end’, on getting from middle to
end, is purely a function of their brevity (in pager reading time), one-sitting,
integrated-compositional unity; but it feels difet from or more than a purely
practical inducement. The story gsnrehas developed effects, deviations, strategies,
for working with and against that beginning-mideied ‘unity of effect’ intensity that
the story form favours.

« In Gerlach’s words, “anticipation of the endind [issed to structure the whole” (3).

The reference in the final point above is to theknaf John Gerlach, in
particular his 1985 study of the influence, on skeicture of the modern short
story, of the business of ending. Among other thiGgrlach itemizes some of
the main “signals of closure”. These include:

« solution of the central problerte.g., one faced by a character: once the proligem
solved or the goal is reached, the reader feetsmatural’ sense that a termination is
reasonable)

¢ natural termination (the completion of an action which itself has aognised
beginning, middle and end: a journey, the writifgaocbook, the construction of a
building, the conclusion of a meal,;

« completion of antithesi§any opposition, often characterized by ironyattindicates
something has polarized into extremes” [10])

« manifestation of a mordl'the reader’s sense that a theme has emerge§)’ [12

« encapsulation(“a coda that distances the reader from the digrgltering the point of
view or summarizing the passing of time” [12])

But, it should be emphasized, these are more dfitgmals of closure
operating on the level ofarrative and do not guarantdbematicor heuristic
closure. The late Per Winther (2004: 63) gives tyamd examples, from
celebrated stories, where narrative closure doeemail thematic closure or
resolution: at the end of Melville’s “Bartleby th®crivener”, the reader
continues to ponder all the more why Bartleby cexdi to participate in life,
beyond selective tasks of copying; and in Hemindsvatills like white
elephants”, the wait for the train comes to a ‘reltuend, but really nothing
concerning the proposed abortion or the couplelati@nship has been
resolved.

The distinct function and stylistic texture of HEI passages in stories
I will argue that one of the ways in which some @y means all)

modern and contemporary short stories differ frayets is in their inclusion
of what | will call a High Emotional Involvement &) passage. This HEI
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passage is stylistically distinct, and its ‘arragfi function reflects the
possibility that it is a necessary feature of satdries (but not, of course, a
sufficient one). In this large sub-group of modshort stories, crucial effects
are achieved by the inclusion of such a passagéexif which may be
epiphanic, or a turning-point, or involve some othkift to a level of greater
reader attention. When such a HEI passage ocd¢uends to be close to the
end of the text (for good narratological reasondréitentatively | suggest that
HEI passages of this kind are common and charatiteaf many short stories,
but rare and exceptional in novels, thus a geratife of (some) short stories.

HEI passages are distinctive in form as well aiiirction. On the basis
of an array of linguistic criteria (density of néiga, presence of projecting
evaluative mental process verbs liee, knowand feel sentence-complexity;
semi-grammaticality; temporal marking; absolutefexte lexis; etc.) these
passages differ texturally from the grammar/texufréhe rest of the stories in
which they arise. They appear to have their owallgcammar, which helps to
induce the reader to recognize them as the crpeisdages they are. Below, |
will attempt to show the relevance of ten identlfiinguistic markers of HEI-
passage status, making reference to one story,é8pby Raymond Carver
(for discussions of HEI passages in other storigsAlice Munro and John
McGahern, see Busse et al. 2010, Toolan 2011, 2012)

Why such an HEI passage is (arguably) necessasgne short stories
relates to the very shortness of short fiction: fibet that it draws us into a
‘contractual’ relationship with a fairly elaboraggbrojected text-world and its
characters and their conditions of existeacen asve very well know that this
world, this pageant, will soon depart. Our readifithe very opening lines of a
short story are shadowed by our awareness of étgthr its proximate ending,
in a way that is significantly different from ourientation as we embark on the
reading of a novel. In the latter, we have miniaahreness or consideration of
the ending, as we begin reading. Stories accowgiagg end-shaped in ways
that rarely apply to novels; in particular, theyyntaw the reader into at least
one moment or passage of strongly-felt ethical anibtional insight, or
challenge, or intensity, to warrant our attentionwthat might otherwise be
dismissed as the story of an hour.

Reading to be moved
The brevity of the story as reading experience, #ed possibility of

writer control of ‘the reader’s soul’ in Poe’s tegsnshould facilitate and intense
reading experience, of brief but intense immers@@mthe other hand that same
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brevity can prompt the reader to question whetheir time and attention are
being well spent, whether (in relevance-theoraims) the cognitive benefits
they derive are truly commensurate with the castsirred. This is where a
late-sited HEI passage, more moving and thoughtgkiag than any earlier
segment of the narrative, and also more thicklyeted stylistically, is
logically and aesthetically warranted.

My first identifications of stylistically-rich, entimnally-involving passages
were as a responding reader: | noticed, and beligvaet many other readers
noticed, a sequence of three textual ‘peaks’ (fist being the most extreme)
distributed through the text of McGahern's storyll“Sorts of Impossible
Things”. | found, again as a reader, a similar #iga ‘most moving’ narrative
moment or section in numerous other stories by mmists and contemporaries
(Joyce, Mansfield, Carver, Munro, Beattie, Gallaatc.). Some of these
passages equate with what literary critics have loalled ‘epiphanies’, but
plenty do no; besides, while the idea of an epmphiz centred on some
moment of revelation (anagnorisis) experienced hy eastwhile purblind
protagonist, the critical beneficiary in the HEIspages | was identifying was
the reader. And my interest was and is in quitetweffacts such passages have
on readers, and the degree to which a matrix @igstyfeatures is instrumental
in those effects—to the point that, were the sjpedéifatures removed (mental
process projections, repetitions, negation, etbgn the experiential effect
would be dissipated.

So, to reiterate, my readerly impression of ‘exwe@ immersion’ was
what came first. But close behind came question® dke kind of narrative
passage or situation in which one might predicteader would feel most
moved or immersed. This seemed to me a non-trijigstion, since it was
easy enough to think of story passages that argamticularly immersive. |
speculated that the kind of narrative passage iichmve readers seem most
likely to develop emotional engagement is one wleempeaker or focalized
character is presented (or is inferable), in ai@agrized imaginable situation,
and we learn explicitly or implicitly whathey feel strongly about (in the
narrative present) or are moved by or emotionatiyagied by. Turning to the
linguistic ‘reflexes’ of the narrative presentati@f a character's strong
feelings, the most direct and unmetaphorised Istguimeans of expressing
such features seemed to me to include deictic egjmes (especially temporal
ones), volitive modality, evaluative mental verbad Free Indirect Thought.
But to some extent | was guided by the text, rathan setting out to find just
particular features in these HEI passages.
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It was for that reason that initially |1 focussed thie verbfeel (felt) and
the derived nominalfeeling particularly where these projected or were
complemented by a full proposition. In the narmat{mon direct speech) parts
of all three high-emotion passages in the McGalstony, feel, feeling, felt
were quite prominent with these functions. Herejasea few instances:

‘Will you marry me or not? | want an answer one wayhe other this evening.' Helt
his whole life like a stone on the edge of a badtan water.

He wanted a haircut, and that night, as the tea@lrapped the towel round the
instructor's neck and took the bright clippers ofittheir pale-green cardboard box,
adjusting the combs, and started to clip, the blaak dribbling down on the towel, he
felt for the first time ever a mad desire to removehds and stand bareheaded in the
room, as if for the first time in years fedt himself in the presence of something sacred.

As he petted her [the greyhound, named Coolcarreeueown, gripping her neck,
bringing his own face down to hers, thinking howHzel come by her, Helt the same
rush offeeling as he hadelt when he watched the locks of hair fall on to theel round
the neck in the room;

As a projecting predicatdeel/felt is interestingly more opaque, thus
requiring more readerly effort of interpretatiohaih the standard discourse-
projecting verbsaid andthought.In the McGahern story we are told that the
focalising charactefelt a wild longing to...walk round the world barekded.
By contrast you cannot (grammatically) say a wiiding or think a wild
longing; and the things that yatan say or think come already interpreted,
reduced to propositional form: e.pe said he wanted to walk round the world
bareheaded, he thought he would walk round the avdrhreheaded.
Neverthelessfeel/felt, which falls into semantic category X 2.1 (‘thought,
belief’) in the Wmatrix array of semantic classifiions, is only one of several
simplest mental-verb cues of involving/immersingraaon (others include
metaphoricalsee, and know). More importantly, closer stylistic analysis of
putatively HEI passages, in comparison with ambienxt, has led to the
identification of a number of stylistic featuressampling of which seem to
tend to co-occur, and intensively, in these nareasiections.

HEI (emotively immersive) passages tend to contadne of some of the
following than the ambient text does:

1. Key projecting verbs atnowandseeandfeelandwant(or metaphorised equivalents
of these:come uponreach. But textual sites of emotion/immersion may not be
marked by ‘emotional’ language alone; or feg(, desire, want)..

2. Negation is widespread:lack of hope, no comfort, that wasn’t what...

3. Sentence grammar is comparatively elaboratepmor sentences are longer; or use
of nominal clauses and clefting is more prominengstly, the focalising character
will be sentence Subject.
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4. In partbecausesentences/clauses are longer, their internal nigyttend to be more
developed; and this in turn may make the passage(tie) more poetic, with richer
tonality or voicing than adjacent text.

5. Much more noticeably than elsewhere in the tiarrastandard sentence grammar
may be departed from; sentences (e.g. lacking g&ubr finite main verb, or easily
recoverable ellipsis relative to a previous serggntay border on the ungrammatical.

6. More temporal simultaneity (marked s he did x, he felt gtructures, which
typically combine report of @hysicalor external narrated event with report of a
mental or internal event/reaction/insight; hencalauble telling); more temporal
staging, or multiply-coordinated processes or exvent

7. Absolute/ultimate wordsverlasting never rock-bottom, deeper than she could ever
have managed, on and on, all there was...final

8. heat, light and dimension words are prominerdld, dark, deep, rock-bottom,
inflammation.

9. A higher density of lexical and structural réfi@h and para-repetition in HEI
passages than elsewhere; kinds of para-repetitieannthat there are noticeable
possibilities of inter-substitutability of wordshgases, within the HEI. In effect, the
passages are highly rhetorically crafted. The xiepetitions (in HEI passages) may
make links with lexis (thus situations) from earlie the story, or they may be intra-
HEI repetitions, or both. (This dense repetitiors lFocussing and Arresting
function, relative to the narrative progressing gamties of most of the text; see
Shklovsky for an early formulation of this idea.]

10. More likely to find Free Indirect Thought hébhan in the non-HEI co-text...

Alongside all of the above should come an acknogrieeht that textual
sites of emotion and immersion may not invariably marked by these
‘emotional’ features, and the features are ofteghliyi metaphorised in their
instantiation (come on for sensed/saw)

Space-limitations forbid an extensive demonstratiene, but consider
the following short passage, which | submit hasdaracteristic HEI function,
and occurs just three paragraphs from the endywhBad Carver’s story “Boxes”.

I don't know why, but it's then | recall the affeciate name my dad used sometimes
when he was talking nice to my mother—those tintieat is, when he wasn't drunk. It
was a long time ago, and | was a kid, but alwagsring it, | felt better, less afraid, more
hopeful about the futuréDear," he'd say. He called her "dear" sometimes—a sweet
name. "Dear," he'd say, "if you're going to theestevill you bring me some cigarettes?"
Or "Dear, is your cold any better?" "Dear, whereiscoffee cup?”

The word issues from my lips before | can think tmlae | want to say to go along with
it. "Dear." | say it again. | call her "dear." "Dedry not to be afraid,” | say. | tell my
mother | love her and I'll write to her, yes. THesay good-bye, and | hang up.

Clearly the most striking stylistic feature (antarsce of type 9) is the
repetition, eight times in five lines, of the wodéar. And it is easy to show
both thatdear occurs more here than anywhere else in the taxtgsn fact it
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occurs nowhere else in the story), and that nordtdcal item occurs as
densely, as locally-repetitively, atear does. Once one strips out the high
frequency grammatical item§ ¢he, she, andetc.), the high frequency lexical
items are not numerous (they includ®ther, says, place, tell, want, house—
these latter with a story-wide frequency of 12) aimeir recurrence is always
easily explained on story-topic grounds. More intpotly, none of them
clusters, collocates with itself, in just the wdgar does. The neares$iouse
comes to multiple local recurrence, for instansethe fact that it occurs three
times in the 9 lines of the final paragraphs.

But the repetition oflearis only one type of ‘heightened texturing’, and
it is worth noting that several of the other typm® also at work here,
disproportionately relative to their appearanceéhim rest of the narrative text.
Consider type 6, temporal staging and simultanéigre below | underline all
the textual elements in the passage that argualyribute to the kind of
emphatic temporal particularity recurrently foundHEI passages:

I don't know why, but it's theh recall the affectionate name my dad used sonestim
when he was talking nice to my mother—those tiptbst is, wherhe wasn't drunk. It
was_a long time ag@and | was a kid, but alwaykearing it, | felt better, less afraid, more
hopeful about the futuréDear," he'd say. He called her "dear" sometimes sweet
name. "Dear," he'day, "if you're going to the store, will you bringe some cigarettes?"
Or "Dear, is your cold any better?" "Dear, whereiscoffee cup?”

The word issues from my lips befdrean think what else | want to say to go alonthwi
it. "Dear." | say it_againl call her "dear." "Dear, try not to be afraid,%ay. | tell my
mother | love her and I'll write to her, yes. THesay good-bye, and | hang up.

It may be pointed out—and this is most palpablartgone who has read
the whole story—that this passage involves themml@ifian ‘opening out’, an
recalled past and injunctions about the futurey(ttot to be afraid”) and that
therefore almost inescapably there may be more dehpnarking in such a
passage. But even this challenge can be accomndoiflate speculate that it is
in the nature of highly-immersive HEI passagesdept the reader into the
seeing, beyond the narrative present, of charagiasss and futures. Again a
critical question is whether temporal marking isnahere else in the story
encoded in the density that is found here (apprately 12 markers in
approximately 130 narrative words, or one everybids). This is less easy to
demonstrate, since it is by no means easy to éxliaand only those words in
a text with ‘temporal marking’ function. But we camse Wmatrix's N6
category(frequency) to capture all the narrativan(direct speech) instances in
the text ofalways3, sometimeg}, again 7; and its N4 (linear order) tag to
capture all 31 narrative instancestloén.For these four temporal types, then,
there are 45 narrative tokens in the entire taxtpoghly one every 110 words
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of running text; if the narrative portion of thest is estimated at 4,000 words,
these 45 tokens should occur on average every Batwa words. Clearly,
their density in the HEI passage is far, far gnettian this (and of course in
turn means that their frequenouytsidethis passage is rather lower than so far
indicated). Since always, sometimes, again and dcenr a total of 6 times in
these 130 words of narrative text (one per 22 wortie other 39 must occur
in the remaining 2870 narrative words at a frequarfcone per 74 words. This
is all very laborious, agreed. But it perhaps hdipsshow that even less
glaringly foregrounded features than the repedeat are disproportionately
densely deployed in the HEI passage. A further nesipulation to consider,
of course, would concern the effect on the passageemotive-immersive
passage, if this density of temporal marking werneftty reduced.

To conclude: when contemplating what is differebbw short stories
and by extension about short story style, word4emng our one certainty, with
consequences. Short stories are mostly, and siypabally, read at one sitting.
As a result, the reader who begins reading hasiia tine completion of the
reading in a way that the reader who embarks oovalrdoes not. A reader
who has in mind the completion of the reading aft@y will or may spread
that completion-mindedness to their reading of wlwle narrative. | suggest
that the process of ending, of closure, of how gtary will conclude, is-
throughoutthe reading of a story—more strongly an influeocethe reader
than they are for someone reading a novel (whergetlguestions or pressures
only fully take hold as the final few dozen pages r@ached). This extra focus,
in the short story, on ‘negotiating the end’, ottyg from middle to end, is
purely a function of their brevity (in pages or de® time), one-sitting,
integrated-compositional unity; but it feels diffat from such a purely
physical/practical inducement. And the storygemre has developed effects,
deviations, strategies, for working with and agathat beginning-middle-end
‘unity of effect’ intensity that the story form faurs. In Gerlach’s words,
“anticipation of the ending [is] used to structute whole” (3). If we ask
ourselves how,_in the inescapable context of timg loarrative(the novel or
romance), it can be that a story can justify s;xsamming to a halt, terminating
its reporting of characters and situation, therstomestories, part of an answer
may be: by providing an HEI ‘moment’, or episodé eaceptional emotional
and intellectual insight.
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