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SUMMARY

This thesis examines the contribution of Gordon Lish and Michael Pietsch to key works of
Raymond Carver and David Foster Wallace, respectively. The Prologue situates the two
authors in a historical framework, considering the reception of their work in the context
of the prevalent Minimalist narrative model of 1980s U.S. fiction and the subsequent
return to a more expansive, maximal aesthetic. Chapter One then explores the role of the
editor from a theoretical and historical perspective, detailing the practical requirements
of the editing process and examining the tensions inherent within it. This is followed by
the introduction of theoretical perspectives (textual and genetic criticism) that focus on
textual process rather than product and whose critical vocabulary is suited to the study of
manuscript evidence.

Chapter Two presents a study of Lish’s involvement in the development of Carver’s
stories from the late 1960s onwards, examining the way in which his methods and
aesthetic approach served to influence the development and reception of the work;
versions of the stories are compared in order to establish the nature of Lish’s revisions and
reassess critical evaluations of the stylistic traits of “Carveresque” stories. The textual
development of the stories in Carver’s first two major-press collections (both edited by
Lish) is traced, and the editorial relationship is analysed with reference to manuscript and
paratextual material. The chapter concludes with a survey of Lish’s career during the years
he was editing Carver and argues that his approach to Carver’s work is consistent with the
methods and aesthetic aims displayed across a range of his literary activities.

Chapter Three presents a close study of the editing processes behind some of

Wallace’s key texts. It details Pietsch’s involvement in Wallace’s career, beginning with his




acquisition and editing of Infinite Jest during the mid-1990s, and goes on to examine the
editor’s posthumous assembly of The Pale King after Wallace’s death in 2008. The analysis
shows how Pietsch’s choices determined the form of the work and affected its subsequent
reception: evidence from the author’s archive, including unpublished scenes and
differences between extant drafts, is presented in order to illuminate the difficulties
involved in the processes of assembly and editing. The chapter concludes with an
examination of the increasing importance, in Wallace’s late work, of the urge towards
narrative compression: this urge, it is argued, is informed by auto-editorial demands and
involves a deliberate return on the part of the author to canonical models of narrative
minimalism.

Chapter Four begins with a discussion of the ongoing problems presented to
interpretation by the legacy of editorial mediation of the works under discussion, and
argues for the importance of a genetically-informed critical perspective. The remainder of
the chapter serves as an illustration of the way in which such a perspective can enable
new critical readings, as our understanding of this mediation is brought to bear on the
works; it considers Carver’s and Wallace’s late work as evidence of an anxiety of editorial
influence generated by the authors’ experiences of editing processes and informed by a
heightened awareness of the social processes of textual development. Finally, the

Conclusion offers reflections on the role of the editor within different narrative modes.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

A BB R EN A O IN S s e irritaassttcinssutonirtossonesssatasansonsntiesssnasssusbusase svarsruseseissavonnnasssuustvsnsessssssnosdsivessn 7f
ST O A L ST AT O NS et e A vevtnaserbines Sxdeuatiassubinbianaubsontituntscasuatiunateesbis 8
P R O O G U e eesetectossstoatsassrtarcssatestssnatensossachssdsnaussnanseantsnisernansnenurrssssvuseaRashsuntuuenssruntasinsuessans 9
From Minimalism to Maximalism: Raymond Carver, David Foster Wallace, and the Role of the Editor ........... 9
CHAPTER 1........... SehteRikunneatinan s e I P R SavsAbARSAKAUeFaIanaaAREROU RSO NEARE Gekommrs 39
“Stutfthat editorsidol TheorizinB EdI g s e e s e Ry e it st e Tentbra b s shves 39
1.1 “Why not just have the editor write the book?”: Random House versus Joan Collins ....................... 39
1.2 The “Trusted Advisor”: Understanding the Editor's ROIE............c...cooivviiiiiiieiiiiieiiiiieeiecie e 45
153" YA protocoliformaking a texty NelGenB T NICW ... ..o 0. i it beciashysiadsses s is v sk s kssasomsiontsiaese 58
e O o Lo [T L1 48 A e | bt e e e e e e T e e S 67
CHAPTER 2... S eiREGaeUsuaassetaeasuaUank s punl 77
“Itis HisiWorld andiNo Other : EdItINE CaAnVer i i ccrsssissarssssiassisiosisiasasinssssnisssanssnsness serassonsavesssvassnsassivasssoes 747
2.1 Introduction: “We’re not going to become Gordon Lish and Raymond Carver here.” ..................... 77
2.2 “The Dark of the American Heart”: Editing Will You Please Be Quiet, Please? .....................cccc..cc..... 92
2.3 Minimalism in Action: A Genetic View of What We Talk About When We Talk About Love............ 108
2.4 “Is there an Editor in the House?”: The Paratextual Struggle ................cccoooiiiiiiiiiniciice e 147
2.5 “How can people not see your touch?”: Reconsidering Lish’s Editorial Influence ........................... 153
U R o oo o o T T D e T o T P e T e T T T e T ST T .179
“Your.Devoted Editee”:iDeveloping Wallace s TeXES - ....cicirisiorssissasssnrossusmssnssvesssussoumsssdsssesssiersssssnnsarsssssstes 179
3.1 “Everything I’ve Ever Let Go of has Claw Marks on it”: Editing Wallace ..............ccccccoovvninininen. 179
3.2 AKing of Shreds and Patches: Assembling Wallace’s Final Work..............ccoooveviivcciiiiiiecieccen 200
3.3 Scenes Omitted from The Pale King: the “Cede” Draft ...............ccooiiiiiiiiiiiici 218
3.4 “Slight Changes and Strategic Rearrangements”: The Pale King’s Multiple Editions..................... 233
3.5 “Magical Compression”: Wallace’s return to Minimalism .............c..oociiiiiiiiiiinccece 250
CHAPTER 4 e 288
The Problem of the Invisible Editor, and the Anxiety of Editorial Influence ........cccccevvviiiiieiniiineiniiiinininnnnn, 288
4.1 The Invisible Editor: Understanding the Textual EXChange.............c.cccooviviiiiieniivcniee e 288
4.2 The Anxietylof EQItoriallntIUenCe . it o i et cine ot snca i smbanonsstas s aRne s oiasanme sassoasinse 305
CONCLUSION a2 . s 339
Cansidering th e EdITa T e e e T oo e T s B e L e L uTeue 339
BIBLIOGRAPHY 344




ABBREVIATIONS

The following books are cited with enough frequency to warrant parenthetical
abbreviations. Full bibliographic entries for each can be found in the Bibliography.

Of Wallace’s works:

ASFTINDA
BFN
BIWHM
BOS
CWDFW
GCH

1

TPKa
TPKb
TPKCD

A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again
Both Flesh and Not

Brief Interviews with Hideous Men

The Broom of the System

Conversations with David Foster Wallace
Girl with Curious Hair

Infinite Jest

The Pale King (hardback edition, 2011)

The Pale King (paperback edition, 2012)
The Pale King (audiobook edition, 2011)

Of Carver’s works:

CIYNM
(6
CWRC
WWTA
WICF
WyYPBQP

Other works:
AW

ELS

Eli

MM

PE

i@

WOR

Call if You Need Me

Collected Stories

Conversations with Raymond Carver

What We Talk About When We Talk About Love
Where I’'m Calling From

Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?

An Artificial Wilderness. Sven Birkerts.
Every Love Story is a Ghost Story. D.T. Max.
The Fluid Text. John Bryant.

Modern Manuscripts. Dirk Van Hulle.

The Program Era. Mark McGurl.

The Textual Condition. Jerome McGann.
The Work of Revision. Hannah Sullivan.



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Figure 1: Photo of Raymond Carver taken by Gordon Lish, 1969...........cccccovviiviieeiiieannnnnn. 88
Figurei2: one.of Wallace!s annotationsto WIITAT . ..ot et iisasinsiansonrsssanssssansssassaness 1067/
Figure 3: one of Wallace’s annotations to “Tell the Women We're Going” .......................... 135

Figure 4: First page of Lish’s edits to Harold Brodkey’s “His Son, in His Arms, in Light, Aloft”
(085 (e aB il At s sopacmnatt e e e B D o P e e e e P 159
Figure 5: Selection of Michael Pietsch’s editorial comments from November 1994, with
annotations o allacel N Al aC e D aD S 2 et s st et e e e bt s ot a s 193

Figure 6: Michael Pietsch’s index of documents for The Pale King (Wallace papers 36.1)....206

Figure 7: A page from one of Wallace’s drafts of “Cede” (Wallace papers 40.2).................. 226
Figure 8: A page from one of Wallace’s drafts (Wallace Papers 39.6) ..........c.cccccoveeeeeeeennnnnn. 238
Figure 9: A page from one of Wallace’s drafts of “Cede” (Wallace papers 39.6).................. 279
Figure 10: Excerpt from a draft of Chris Fogle’s monologue (Wallace papers 39.6)............. 324
Figure 11: Excerpt from a draft of The Pale King (Wallace papers 39.7).......cccccoeeeeecueeenne... 327

Figure 12: Excerpt from Michael Pietsch’s index of documents for The Pale King (Wallace
o] o T e e e e T S e D 333

Figure 13: First draft of Ch. 9 of The Pale King (Wallace, “Chapter 9,” HRC website)........... 336



PROLOGUE

From Minimalism to Maximalism:
Raymond Carver, David Foster Wallace,

and the Role of the Editor

“Few American short story writers,” writes biographer Carol Sklenicka, “have been as
celebrated as Raymond Carver was in the 1980s” (ix). The claim stands up to scrutiny:
Carver’s success during the decade was such that he came to be considered by many to
be the foremost practitioner of the short story and was credited with almost single-
handedly reviving the form in the U.S. The dust jacket of his second major-press collection
What We Talk About When We Talk About Love (1981, hereafter WWTA) carried a quote
from Frank Kermode that hailed it as “clearly the work of a full-grown master,” while
Irving Howe wrote in 1983 that some of the author’s stories could “already be counted
among the masterpieces of American fiction” (n.p.)." Carver’s fiction, in Kirk Nesset’s
words, had an “uncanny power, capable of rousing not only small armies of critics but a
major trend in American writing” (30) and his stylistic legacy would echo throughout

American fiction during subsequent decades.

! Since the submission of this thesis, in fact, Lish has admitted to having invented the former quote without
Kermode’s knowledge:

Kermode had never made such a statement. | figured he would never see it, or that if he did, he
would say, “Oh, that’s Gordon, that’s OK,” and he would forgive it. | knew Kermode through Denis
Donoghue. | would do that with some regularity. (Winters, “Interview” 93)

The revelation highlights the way in which Lish’s work often traversed the accepted boundaries of the

editorial role, and supports the claims | make in Chapter 2 about his influence on Carver’s reception.



Carver’s entry into the canon of American literature occurred rapidly and with
enough critical consensus to overcome any objections. During his lifetime he saw several
of his stories included in the Best American Short Stories series as well as serving as guest
editor;’ in one year alone (1983) he saw Cathedral nominated for the Pulitzer Prize and
received a Mildred and Harold Strauss Living Award that allowed him to resign from his
teaching post at Syracuse University. Upon his untimely death from cancer in August 1988,
obituaries were carried in the New York Times as well as hundreds of other newspapers in
the U.S. and beyond; in the Sunday Times, Peter Kemp famously declared him to be “The
American Chekhov,” a term that (as Sklenicka notes) would “attach itself to his reputation
for years to come” (Kemp 1; Sklenicka 481). Carver’s work continued to be published and
praised over subsequent years, due in no small part to the tireless advocacy of his widow
Tess Gallagher: his collected poems appeared in 1996, and two of the five posthumous
stories published as part of the collection Call If You Need Me (1999) received awards.’ In
1991, Morris Dickstein wrote in the Partisan Review that Carver had “passed from the
scene at the height of his powers, with the evidence of his handiwork all around him”
(510) and in 1999, in The New York Review of Books, A.O. Scott appraised the author's
legacy in glowing terms:

In the years since his death in 1988, at fifty, from lung cancer, Carver’s reputation

has blossomed. He has gone from being an influential — and controversial —

member of a briefly fashionable school of experimental fiction to being an
international icon of traditional American literary values. His genius — but more his

honesty, his decency, his commitment to the exigencies of craft — is praised by an
extraordinarily diverse cross section of his peers (“Looking for Raymond Carver”

n.p.).

2 “Wwill you Please Be Quiet, Please?” was included in 1967; “Cathedral” in 1982; “Where I’'m Calling From”

in 1983; “Boxes” in 1987; and “Call If You Need Me” in 2000. Carver guest edited the series in 1986.

*See previous footnote; also, “Kindling” received an O. Henry award in 1999.
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Even among those critics who have expressed reservations about Carver’s legacy, his
achievements have generally been granted to be considerable. In a 2001 review of Call If
You Need Me, for example, Sven Birkerts suggested that the author’s style had become
less relevant to “the dense fabric of contemporary life” (noting that “young writers like
David Foster Wallace, Jonathan Franzen, Aleksandar Hemon, Rick Moody” and others
were better equipped to capture this) but acknowledged the powerful sense of “lyric
suppression” in the best of his stories (“Carver’s Last Stand” n.p.). Harold Bloom,
meanwhile, in the introduction to the Carver instalment of his series Bloom’s Major Short
Story Writers (2002), professed an “imperfect sympathy” for the author’s stories while
nevertheless agreeing with Kermode’s and Howe’s assessment “that Carver was a master
within the limits he imposed upon himself” (Raymond Carver 10). The 2009 edition of
Carver’s Collected Stories represents the 195" publication in the Library of America series,
representing unusually rapid institutional acceptance and suggesting that the author’s

place in American letters is secure.’

Despite — and perhaps because of — the overwhelmingly rapid critical and
commercial success of Carver’s fiction, it has attracted much negative criticism over the
years. Dissenting voices were immediately raised when WWTA was first published in the
U.S. in April 1981. While the book’s success was immediate (within a few months of its
appearance its sales figures were impressive enough to warrant additional printings and
Vintage had paid $20,000 for paperback rights) and its importance was immediately
recognised by its author’s contemporaries (Jayne Anne Phillips termed the stories “fables

for the decade” in the 20 April 1981 issue of New York magazine), several critics demurred

“ The bulk of the LOA’s publications are of works from pre-WWII authors; Carver’s stories are among a small

number of works in the series written from the 1970s onwards.

i |



(Sklenicka 370). Judith Chettle, for example, reviewing the collection in the National
Review, complained that “Carver’s litany of the ills of middle America is so unremitting
that the reader becomes increasingly incredulous. His spare style, where what is omitted
is as significant as what remains, only heightens this impression of a human wasteland”
(1503). Chettle lamented what she saw as Carver’s “nihilism” while James Atlas, writing in
the Atlantic Monthly, complained that Carver’s “lacklustre manner and eschewal of
feeling become tiresome” (Chettle 1504; Sklenicka 368). Atlas, whose review ran under
the title “Less is Less,” was among the many critics who identified the stylistic economy
and “minimality” of the author’s methods as, for better or worse, the crucial element in
the collection (Robert Houston, for example, approvingly noted the “relentlessly minimal”
description), and he suggested that the resulting stories felt “thin” and “diminished” (Atlas
96; Houston 23). Anatole Broyard’s review foreshadowed another soon-to-be-common
critical move as he saw the collection as representative of much of what was wrong with
“current fiction,” accusing the stories of “a sententious ambiguity that leaves the reader
holding the bag” (n.p.). The term “Minimalism” was on its way into the currency of U.S.
literary critical discourse, and many were already using it pejoratively to denote a style
deliberately limited not only in stylistic range but also in emotional and philosophical
scope.

Gallagher would later lament the impact of these early reviews and their influence
upon Carver’s critical legacy: “The term [minimalist] was invented to describe [WWTA],
and it was not a compliment . . . it was as though the clock stopped in April 1981.” She

notes the regularity with which Carver “adamantly” rejected the label in his public

12



appearances’ and how the “minimalist” label has “shaped the expectations of students,
teachers, and general readers around the world” (Kelley 5). Indeed, despite the regularity
with which Carver and others such as Amy Hempel would refute the label,® the
association would be a lasting one: Cynthia Hallett notes that “Carver has become the
quintessential referent for minimalism” (9). James Dishon McDermott notes that while
the word “minimalism” had been used in a “scattered” fashion in literary criticism from
the 1960 onwards (following its prominent appearance in critical discourses around
music, painting and sculpture in the same period), “the term came into widespread use
only with the advent of Carver’s fiction” (13).” The problem for Carver was not just the
critical reception of his own stories, but their importance as models for others. The stories
(to return to Nesset’s phrase quoted above) had rapidly birthed a “major trend” in U.S.
literature and would, in William Stull and Maureen P. Carroll’s words, “cut the pattern for
minimalist fiction” (“Prolegomena” n.p.). The author’s enormous and rapid influence on

contemporary writers could almost be said to be a critical truism (Houston’s review

® In the Winter 1988 issue of the Michigan Quarterly Review, for example, he declared: “‘Minimalism’ vs.
‘Maximalism’. Who cares finally what they want to call the stories we write? (And who isn’t tired to death
now of that stale debate?)” (“Symposium” 711). Similar protests can be found throughout his 1980s

interviews (CWRC 80, 126, 153, 184-85).

® Charles May notes that the word is “one of those disreputable literary terms that one dare not use
without placing it within quotation marks or prefacing it with ‘so-called’. Everyone who was ever accused of

being it has denied; everyone who ever applied it has apologized” (May and Hallett ix).

m

’ McDermott distinguishes between “an upper-cased ‘Minimalism’” used to describe the particular school
of 1980s fiction, and a lower-cased “literary minimalism” that can be understood as, among other things, “a
shared stylistic practice centering upon absence” (2). In this study, | follow McDermott in using the upper-
cased word to indicate the school of writing associated with the Carveresque short story: in quotations,
however, | have preserved the original letter case. In Chapter 2 | examine this designation in more detail,
while in Chapter 3 | consider McDermott’s suggestion that a lower-cased “minimalist” practice can be

traced through the work of other major writers of the twentieth century.
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contains the claim that Carver’s approach was being imitated by student writers even
before WWTA) and critics rarely discuss Carver’s career without emphasising his
importance for younger writers. The word “Carveresque,” used as a synonym for
“Minimalist,” soon became a critical commonplace: in 1986, for example, John Barth
wrote an essay entitled “A Few Words About Minimalism” in which he mentioned Carver

I "

by name several times (coining, in the process, the playful label “post-Vietnam, post-
literary, postmodernist blue-collar neo-early-Hemingwayism” (n.p.)). Nick Hornby claims
that “in the few years before he died, Carver’s influence was quite extraordinary” (30); in
1987, an interviewer told Carver that “some literary editors claim that nearly half of the
short fiction they receive seems imitative of your style” (CWRC 208). The Michigan
Quarterly Review conducted “A Symposium on Contemporary American Fiction” in Fall
1987 in which several contributors debated the merits of fiction with “Minimalist”
attributes, and Hornby notes that Mark Helprin’s introduction to The Best American Short
Stories 1988 laments Carver’s pervasive presence (Hornby 30).

Carver’s work, then, was at the centre of the national literary conversation during
the 1980s and was the subject of frequently passionate debate by critics and fellow fiction
writers. One of these writers, a young David Foster Wallace, weighed in on the debate in
his first published critical essay, “Fictional Futures and the Conspicuously Young,” which
appeared in the Review of Contemporary Fiction in 1988 (Wallace’s first novel The Broom
of the System (hereafter Broom) had been published the year before; his debut collection
Girl With Curious Hair would, after legal delays, appear the following September). The

essay, which appeared shortly after Carver’s death, mentions the elder writer’s name

three times and, while not explicitly criticising his work, makes clear Wallace’s disdain for

14



the literary lineage it has engendered. Wallace identifies Carver as a central figure behind
one of what he calls the “three dreary camps” of young literary production:
Catatonic Realism, a.k.a. Ultraminimalism, a.k.a. Bad Carver, in which suburbs are
wastelands, adults automata, and narrators blank perceptual engines, intoning in

run-on monosyllables the artificial ingredients of breakfast cereal and the new
human non-soul (BFN 40).

“Ultraminimalism,” Wallace goes on to argue (in a thesis later to be refined in “E Unibus
Pluram”), is defined by a simplistic opposition to “the aesthetic norms of mass
entertainment,” and its “deliberately flat” surfaces place it at “an emotional remove of
light-years” from its subject (BFN 47-8). Like metafiction, he writes, the form is a closed
and doomed system: both are “simple engines of self-reference.” Wallace appears to
suggest, as Bloom later would in his hedging appraisal of Carver’s work, that the limits
within which Minimalism operates are too suffocating to allow for continuing artistic
achievement: both of the aforementioned forms are “primitive, crude, and seem already

to have reached the Clang-Bird-esque horizon of their own possibility” (BFN 65).

Wallace’s criticisms here are not unique: Minimalist writing was repeatedly
attacked for the narrowness of its vision and the political and moral apathy implied in its

stylistic method.® Nor is his terminology original: in a 1985 essay published in Boundary 2

4 Ayala Amir usefully enumerates these criticisms in a review of Gordon Lish’s 2010 Collected Fictions,
noting that the minimalist narrative voice has been “accused of . . . emotional bareness, narcissism, lack of
commitment to the society he/she lives in, and of duplicating and maintaining the alienation and reification
of the individual in the capitalist way of life” (“Harsh and Hopeful World” 5). John Biguenet’s 1985 essay
“Notes of a Disaffected Reader: The Origins of Minimalism” encapsulates several such charges, arguing that
the “impossibly constricted” worlds presented in minimalist fiction denote a fundamentally “asocial self”
(40-45). Similar complaints have been raised against more recent iterations of the minimalist style: in a
2012 review of A.M. Homes’ May We Be Forgiven, Garth Risk Hallberg lamented the novel’s minimal mode
of narration, echoing Wallace’s claim that “reflexive irony is now more or less the house style of late

capitalism” (“Man of the House” n.p.); this year, the Nigerian, U.S.-resident novelist Chigozie Obioma

15



entitled “Shooting for Smallness: Limits and Values in Some Recent American Fiction”
(later collected in his 1987 book Middle Grounds: Studies in Contemporary American
Fiction) critic Alan Wilde had described Carver, Ann Beattie and others as “catatonic
realists” and suggested that their mode of writing is limited by the way in which it
“assume(s] the pointlessness of any action whatever” (351-353).° Wallace’s comments,
though, coming as they did in a lengthy polemical essay in which he articulated his critical
ideas publicly for the first time, indicate both the omnipresence of the Minimalist model
during the years in which he was first publishing and the fact that he saw Minimalism as
the dominant literary form against which he would assert his writerly identity. As an
aspiring writer, he had already had to struggle against this mode: Boswell notes that while
writing in Tucson “he earned the ire of his professors owing to his refusal to kowtow to
the then prevailing ethos of Raymond-Carver realism” (“Introduction” 264). Anecdotes
from Wallace’s biography make it clear that Carver’s influence was a continuing factor in

his literary development: Max also describes the resistance that Wallace’s experimental

(whose novel The Fishermen is a nominee for the 2015 MAN Booker prize) lamented what he sees as the
current presence of an MFA-abetted “culture of forced literary humility,” arguing that writers who conform

to a minimalist style risk “becoming complicit in the ongoing disempowering of language” (n.p.).

® In the aforementioned 1987 issue of Michigan Quarterly Review, T.C. Boyle appears to claim the term for

himself:

Actually, contemporary North American fiction is too much of one thing — the safe,
minimalist/realist story purveyed by a group I like to call the “Catatonic Realists.” (You know the
story, you’ve read it a thousand times: Three characters are sitting around the kitchen of a trailer,
saying folksy things to one another. Finally one of them gets up to go to the bathroom and the
author steps in to end it with a line like “It was all feathers”) (707).

The description is a clear reference to Carver’s story “Feathers,” first published in The Atlantic in September
1982 and included in Cathedral in 1983. Against this “one thing,” Boyle eulogises “the colorful, exuberant
and imaginative novels of Denis Johnson . . . Don Delillo . . . Louise Erdrich . . . and Robert Coover.” Carver is
interviewed as part of the same “Symposium on Contemporary American Fiction”; | quote from his

comments elsewhere in this section.
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stories met in the classroom at Arizona and emphasises the prevailing model workshop of
the time as the Minimalist one representing “the world according to Raymond Carver, as
interpreted by his thousands of descendants” (ELS 60—62). Wallace’s draft of Broom, in
fact, contained a pun on Carver’s name which he cut on the advice of his editor Gerry
Howard (Max, ELS 68). Indeed, we can suggest that Wallace felt this influence had
retained its strength even after Carver’s death. In his review of David Markson’s
Wittgenstein’s Mistress (published in summer 1990 in the RCF) he was moved “to deplore
its [the novel’s] relative neglect & its consignment by journals like the NYTBR to smarmy
review by an ignorant Carverian” (BFN 79);" and in “E Unibus Pluram” (published in the
summer of 1993, again in the RCF) he again decried “the self-conscious catatonia of a
platoon of Raymond Carver wannabes” (ASFTINDA 64).

Wallace, then, devoted much of his early-career energy to the attempt to define
and move beyond the limits of the models, variously defined as “Minimalism,” “New
Realism,” and “Neorealism,” that took Carver as a reference point. Wallace’s descriptions
of his years in Arizona (“a highly, incredibly hard-assed realist school”) tend to emphasise
his alienation from these models, and a moment of self-analysis in his much-cited
interview with Larry McCaffery (“I seem to like to put myself in positions where | get to be
the rebel . . . | chose to go there”) suggests that he deliberately attended a writing
program in which his own sympathies with a more linguistically effusive tradition of

postmodern fiction would place him in a continually oppositional stance (Lipsky 47;

® Max does not reproduce the reference in question, but notes that it was a pun involving the names of
Carver and Max Apple (whose 1986 novel The Propheteers Wallace mentions in “E Unibus Pluram” as one
of several examples of fiction that treats “the pop as its own reservoir of mythopeia” (168-169)). Howard

advised him that this was “‘too cute and you’ll be picked on for it. Drop it’” (ELS 68).

** A footnote here identified said Carverian dismissively as “Amy Hempel, minimalist ordinaire” (BFN 79).
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Wallace, CWDFW 47, italics in original). A number of critics have traced specific references
to Minimalist fiction within Wallace’s early work, generally with the aim of suggesting that
these function as practical critiques. A short story collection was clearly the ideal venue in
which to mount such a critique, and Girl with Curious Hair is frequently analysed in terms
of its engagement with Minimalist stylistics. Boswell notes the way in which the opening
of “Little Expressionless Animals” — an opening which, as he also observes, “serves double
duty as the book’s overture” — is “written in an incisive and damning parody of the
minimalist style . . . with its short declarative sentences and its air of cold objectivity.” He
goes on to suggest that the story’s structural movements are intended to “explode” the
“internal limitations” of the Minimalist model (Understanding 70-73). Both Boswell and
Kasia Boddy suggest that the two-page “Everything is Green” is a clear “critique of the
minimalist mode” (Understanding 100), mimicking both the form and content of the
Carveresque story in its trailer-park setting and use of sentences that “read like a parody
of monosyllabic minimalism” (Boddy 33). Boddy argues that “Everything is Green”
represents an attempt to both inhabit and parody the world of “Carver’s men,” critiquing
the world of the Minimal story while simultaneously providing an exploration of the
problem of solipsistic failure of connection that is “one of Wallace’s most enduring and
deeply felt preoccupations” (33). David Coughlan points out that a key section of “Church
Not Made With Hands” recalls Carver’s “Cathedral” and suggests (in its inversion of
Carver’s optimistic ending) the difficulty of intersubjective communication through
language (164-165). Dan Tysdal’s complex reading of “A Radically Condensed History of
Postindustrial Life” takes the story to be a careful rewriting of Carver’s early stories (with
its characters afflicted by “muteness” and “inarticulation”); Wallace, in this reading, takes

Minimalism as the “discursive field” of the story, working through the problems and limits
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of the model in order to achieve a new application of the form and “reveal the
communication still possible” within its boundaries (66-83).

The clearest references to Minimalism, of course, come in the collection’s closing
piece. Boddy, Boswell and others have examined the way in which “Westward the Course
of Empire Takes its Way” unites fictional practice and theoretical polemics in a

III

complicated critical engagement. The word “minimal” echoes ambiguously through the
story; D.L. uses it to criticize Mark’s unresponsiveness, and later declares that “I detest
any and all kinds of minimalism” (GWCH 251, 305). The lengthy “Really Blatant and
Intrusive Interruption” that disrupts the narrative refers to “the Resurrection of Realism,
the pained product of inglorious minimalist labour in countless obscure graduate writing
workshops across the U.S. of A.” (GWCH 265). Boddy argues that the “the collection as a
whole stages a debate about fictional futures” (40) and “Westward” goes on to provide a
critique that closely resembles the description of “Ultraminimalism” in Wallace’s 1987
essay:

It diverges, in its slowness, from the really real only in its extreme economy, its

Prussian contempt for leisure, its obsession with the confining limitations of its

own space, its grim proximity to its own horizon. It's some of the most

heartbreaking stuff available at any fine bookseller’s anywhere. I'd check it out.
(GWCH 267)

Wallace, then, provides a highly ambiguous critical assessment of this fictional mode,
mixing approval with scorn and highlighting once again the limitations and stultifying
horizon of the Minimal realist project. Implicit in the story is the promise as well as the

attempt to move beyond these limits.

Wallace, in the eyes of many, succeeded in this attempt: certainly, critics have
tended to agree that his own fiction suggested a new literary path for writers of his

generation. Indeed, when Carver and Wallace are discussed together, it is invariably with
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the aim of setting up a polarity that demonstrates the generational and stylistic contrast
between the two writers. Max explicitly frames Wallace’s literary development as a

struggle against the powerful Carverian legacy, noting that:

As Wallace entered Arizona, MFA students all over America were writing stories in
the minimalist style, affecting ennui and disappointment toward a world they
know mostly from other minimalists. . . . As a writer, he was a folder-in and
includer, a maximalist, someone who wanted to capture the everything of
America. (ELS 60, italics in original)

Infinite Jest identifies and critiques the limits of the Minimalist method in both its form
and content. Boddy and others have pointed out the novel’s clearest moments of critique,
such as the “Minimal Mambo” performed by the dancers at Molly Notkin’s party (IJ 229;
Boddy 31). Timothy Jacobs identifies this moment as a representation of Minimalism’s
disingenuous premise that there is no self-conscious narrative presence in the text, a
premise leading to art that only reinforces the subject’s “detachment” and solipsism (25—
26). Indeed, as early as 1996, Tom LeClair remarked on the way the novel could be read as
an allegory of its generation’s “aesthetic orphanhood” and as a continuation of its
author’s public critique of contemporary fiction (“Prodigious Fiction” 33). The recurrence
of the word “catatonic” in various settings in the novel is also revealing. A description of
James Incandenza, for example, suggests the evasive blankness Wallace perceived in the
Minimalists” prose — “the man was so blankly and irretrievably hidden that Orin said he'd
come to see him as like autistic, almost catatonic” — while the summary of Incandenza’s
film “Low-Temperature Civics,” with its reference to an “irreversibly catatonic” father-
figure, hints at a link between the death-in-life state caused by the novel’s Entertainment

and the self-effacing, apathetic posture of the Minimalist narrator (737, 991).
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Formally, the novel represents — if by its size alone — the most enduring riposte to
the ideal of the well-made Minimalist story. Andrew Hoberek argues that the novel’s
copious endnotes, in their relentless drive towards inclusion and their “explicit
awkwardness,” constitute the clearest possible counterweight to the “Hemingwayesque
exclusion,” plain-voiced inarticulacy and self-contained craft of Minimalist prose (“The
Novel After David Foster Wallace” 213). Hoberek argues convincingly that Wallace’s
development was inextricably linked with Minimalism, suggesting that the overwhelming
reach of the mode within the American literary world acted as a set of boundaries that
the writer could usefully transgress and that Wallace “takes a kind of pure joy in the
violation of the proprieties laid down by minimalist practice and pedagogy” (214). Noting
Stephen Burn’s complaint that critics often situate Wallace’s work in relation to “a
strawman postmodernism” (“Consider” 467) and that the writer’s much-discussed
engagement with the work of the metafictionalists of the 1960s demands a more complex
assessment,”” Hoberek writes that:

The elements that Wallace adopts from encyclopedic postmodernism — the

incorporation of multiple (high and low) styles; the intentional violation of canons

of good taste, literary and otherwise; and, at the most basic level, a commitment

to length rather than excision — all suggest that he turns to postmodernism in
reaction against minimalism (215, emphasis in original).

In The Program Era, Mark McGurl argues that “postwar American fiction has been driven
by a strong polarity of minimalist and maximalist compositional impulses” and represents
these impulses diagrammatically as poles between which particular works (and writers)
swing (377). Hoberek’s essay attempts to limn Wallace’s own stylistic legacy, claiming that

the author’s use of a “renewed maximalism” has had a crucial influence on his

2 Tore Rye Anderson and Mark Sheridan have examined the ways in which Wallace’s work contains
significant and often-overlooked continuities with writers like Nabokov, Pynchon and Barth (Andersen, “Pay

Attention” 7-24; Sheridan 78-93).
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“contemporaries and successors” such as Egan, Spiotta and Danielewski (224); it could be
seen as an extension of Boswell’s earlier claim that the author’s work “opened up new
space, and created new challenges, for young writers of intrepid ambition”
(Understanding 207). Hoberek (making explicit reference to McGurl’s ideas) uses the
stylistic transition between Junot Diaz’s 1996 short story collection Drown and 2007 novel
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao as emblematic of a larger “literary-historical one” in
which the pendulum of American narrative style swung decisively from Minimalism

towards maximalism:

Wallace’s work, and Infinite Jest in particular, reside at the tipping point of a major
shift not in experimental fiction but in realism: from the small-scale domestic
dramas of Carveresque minimalism to a revival of the large-scale, sprawling,
multicharacter novel. (212, 224)

Wallace’s work is taken here not just as catalyst but exemplar, a kind of magnetic force
pulling an entire generation of writers towards a more expansive and ambitious mode of
literary expression as well as an ur-maximalist text representing the most noteworthy

iteration of that mode.

Wallace’s contemporaries have testified to just such an influence, with several
noting that his work represented a permission slip to transgress the boundaries drawn by
Minimalism. Dana Spiotta, for example, describes her first encounter with Wallace’s work
as formative, noting the ambition evident in The Broom of the System (hereafter Broom)
and its importance as a counterweight to prevailing literary trends; she discusses the way
his work interrogates “received language and clichés” in order to investigate the tension
between irony and sincerity and describes her excitement at the fact that “ideas” were
“driving the fiction” (Max, “Rereading”). Rick Moody makes a similar claim, noting that
WWTA was the “model” for fiction during the 1980s and claiming that he himself was
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“somewhat reviled in writing workshops for not being able to write blunt little sentences
about working-class life in the pacific Northwest”: Wallace’s work provided an alternative
model in the way it “fire[d] on all cylinders” and consciously attempted to draw on a wide
range of intellectual resources (Silverblatt). In a virtual roundtable assembled to mark the
publication of The Pale King in 2011, The Daily Beast assembled several contemporary
novelists to discuss Wallace’s legacy. Deb Olin Unferth noted, again, the sense of license
granted by Wallace’s fiction, framing this in clear references to postmodern maximalism:
He gave us permission to do a lot: to be philosophical on the page, to not be afraid
of straying from straight narrative. . . to be excessive and meta-fictional and yet be

very readable and be very emotional. And so he gave us a new model that felt
familiar, in a way, and also felt extremely fresh. (Walls, “Generation” n.p.)

Bonnie Nadell describes the excitement of reading Wallace’s work for the first time, and
suggests that its exuberant contrast to the Minimal mode encouraged her to start
representing him as an agent: “at that time in America . . . everything was very Minimalist,
and very, ‘He drank. She walked.” And here was this person with this wild, crazy chapter”
(Derbyshire). Howard, the Viking editor to whom Nadell sold Broom, also notes the
prevalence of Carveresque Minimalism at the time and states: “In the middle of this
comes [Broom] . . . it was meta, it was imperial, it was linguistically adroit, to say the least.
And you could smell Pynchon and Coover and Elkin all over it” (Neyfakh n.p.). Writing
about Infinite Jest recently, Christian Lorentzen recalls that “writers took to it like Marines
sprung from a sort of literary boot camp, hunting for something beyond the minimalist

vogue of the 1980s” (n.p.).

The return of Pynchonian maximalism would, of course, generate its own critical
backlash. The most famous expression of this came in the form of James Wood’s criticism,

made in two widely-read critical broadsides after the turn of the millennium. Wood did
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not use the word “maximal” in his essays for the New Republic and the Guardian —
famously coining, instead, the phrase “hysterical realism” — but his criticism of the
relentless urge towards abundance and “profusion” in the contemporary novel, and his
naming of culprits such as Delillo, Smith and Franzen along with Wallace, made it clear
that quantity was intrinsic to the narrative method under consideration. The
hyperabundant narratives of maximalist fiction, he claimed, were characterised by their
antagonistic relationship to silence:

Hysterical realism. . . is characterised by a fear of silence. This kind of realism is a

perpetual motion machine that appears to have been embarrassed into velocity.

Stories and sub-stories sprout on every page. There is a pursuit of vitality at all
costs. (“How Does It Feel?” n.p.).

Wood argued that these narratives are harmed by “an excess of storytelling” and that as a
result, character “disappears” beneath the “ideas and themes.” He decried what he saw
as the lack of attention to traditional character development, suggesting that the model
of the ambitious, sprawling, ideas-based contemporary novel was guilty of a self-defeating
urge towards narrative inclusion: “some of the more impressive novelistic minds of our
age do not think that language and the representation of consciousness are the novelist's
quarries any more. Information has become the new character” (“Human, All Too

Inhuman” n.p.)

In the years since Wood made these arguments, though, the maximalist novel has
arguably flourished in both commercial and critical terms: examples are too numerous to
list, but two recent award-winning novels, Eleanor Catton’s The Luminaries (2013) and
Donna Tartt’s The Goldfinch (2013) serve as notable iterations of the mode. In 2010 (the
year in which Joshua Cohen’s Witz and Adam Levin’s The Instructions were both

published), Garth Risk Hallberg asked, in an essay published in The Millions, “Is Big Back?,”
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speculating that the success of novels like Infinite Jest and Roberto Bolafio’s The Savage
Detectives had encouraged publishers as well as authors to move towards novels of
greater length (n.p.). In May 2015, a Vulture article dubbed 2015 “The Year of the Very
Long Novel” (citing Hallberg’s forthcoming 944-page City on Fire as one of its examples),
and again returned to Infinite Jest as a precursor, claiming that “Wallace’s magnum opus
was both the bellwether of VLNs [Very Long Novels] and a case study in how to sell
them.”*”* The piece contained quotes from several editors including Hachette Book Group
CEO Michael Pietsch, who had been responsible for acquiring, editing and subsequently

"

selling Infinite Jest: he suggested that “the promise of a book remains a unique pleasure
in contrast to thumbing through 800,000 Instagrams. The idea that one mind has created
this world for you is a unique and perhaps even more compelling experience to us now’”
(Kachka n.p.). The author noted the fact that Pietsch had also edited The Goldfinch: the
editor’s attribution of books such as these to a singular creator (“one mind”) ignores his
own contribution, and represents (as we shall see) a characteristically self-effacing
editorial stance.

The critical and commercial developments of the previous decades, then, have
often served to situate Carver and Wallace at opposite ends of the literary spectrum.
There are several obvious ways, indeed, in which the two writers differ. At a biographical
level the backgrounds of the two men present stark contrasts, with class and generation
being perhaps the most notable factors. Carver’s background, as is well-known, was
decidedly blue-collar. In his essay “My Father’s Life,” Carver describes his parents’

sometimes precarious existence, mentions the fact that his father worked as a labourer

on the Grand Coulee Dam in Washington during the 1930s, and refers to the shame of

2 We will be examining the commercial presentation of the novel in greater detail in Chapter 3.
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having a toilet that was “the last outdoor one in the neighbourhood” (CS 721). He was the
first member of his family to go to college and even then, as McGurl notes, his “social
ascent through education was a protracted patching together of college credits over the
course of several years while he worked and raised two children” (PE 299). Wallace, by
contrast, was the precociously talented son of two university professors (his mother and
father taught English and philosophy, respectively) whose educational ascent was not only
steady (it was broken only by his own periods of iliness) but also had the auxiliary benefit
of helping him to produce a published novel before his 25" birthday. His family was an
intellectually active one in which grammatical mistakes would be discussed over dinner
and memos would be exchanged to detail parental injustices (Max, ELS 2—6). Carver’s
father sometimes mispronounced the words he knew (Sklenicka 16); Wallace claimed to
remember his father reading the “unexpurgated” Moby-Dick to him and his sister when
Wallace was five (Lipsky 49). While there is likely to be an element of retrospective self-
mythologizing involved here — Carver’s brother emphasises that the family were not
“deprived” as children and Max suspects the Moby-Dick story of being apocryphal
(Sklenicka 13; ELS 3) — the contrast between the writers’ upbringing is beyond doubt.
These backgrounds also help to explain the differences in their literary personae. Carver
was, as Stull and Carroll note, “no literary theorist” (Kelley 8) and his interviews and
essays show him discussing literature in language of deliberate (albeit nuanced) simplicity.
Wallace, on the other hand, showed a remarkable degree of explicit engagement with
theoretical and intellectual discourse, leading one critic to describe him as being “more
fluent in Continental philosophy than any other major American novelist since Walker
Percy” (Meaney n.p.). | will return later to the way in which these traits are manifested in

the writers’ respective narrative methods. For now, though, it may be enough to note that
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the difference in fictional method is, even by the crudest quantitative measure, obvious:
the number of pages in Carver’s Collected Stories (which includes editorial notes, four
selected essays as well as the edited and unedited version of Beginners) is still fewer than
in the 1079-page Infinite Jest.**

The critical placement of Carver and Wallace as opposites, therefore, is
understandable. It arguably obscures important affinities between the two writers,
though. Both are, if nothing else, united by the influence they had on their
contemporaries. In 1998, Max wrote that “Carver is no longer a writer of the moment, the
way David Foster Wallace is today” (“Carver Chronicles” n.p.); more recently, one critic
has written that “as Raymond Carver had been a game-changer for the short story, so
Wallace became for the novel” (Martin n.p.).” Indeed, there is biographical evidence to
suggest Wallace’s admiration for Carver. When in Syracuse in 1992, according to Max’s
biography, Wallace — accompanied by Mark Costello and Jonathan Franzen — drove to visit
the street on which Carver had lived while teaching at the university there in the 1980s
(ELS 166). “Wallace,” as Max notes, “admired Raymond Carver, whom he distinguished
from his minimalist acolytes. He was a man who had outrun alcohol in moving from a
deflected style to a more sincere one, and Wallace doubtless saw the relevance to his
own story” (317 n27). Two books from Wallace’s library, in fact, show the author’s clear

engagement with Carver’s work. His copy of WWTA is heavily annotated in at least two

* This admittedly crude measurement leaves out Carver’s considerable body of poetry, but the point

remains valid.

 In 1991, Dickstein claimed that “it would be impossible to overstate the effect of Carver’s work on
American writers of the 1980s” (510). Recently, Adam Kelly used the same formulation to describe Wallace’s
generational importance: “the influence exerted by Wallace's novelistic model upon the concerns of his

fellow American fiction writers can hardly be overstated” (“Dialectic” n.p.).
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different pens, and it is likely that he used this in his teaching. Wallace also annotated
Carver’s stories “Cathedral” and “A Small, Good Thing” in his copy of the X.J. Kennedy-
edited anthology Literature: An Introduction to Fiction, Poetry, and Drama (5" ed.),
chapter 10 of which is partly devoted to Carver’s work. | will discuss some of these
annotations in detail in Chapter 2, during my analysis of specific Carver stories, in order to
show Wallace’s engagement with the Minimalist narrative method and examine how this
was affected by the editorial process behind the stories.

Max’s linking of addiction and sincerity points to an important and under-
remarked similarity between the writers: both men regarded their struggles with
addiction as central to their literary achievements and wrote this struggle into their work
as a structural and thematic principle. At a thematic level, Carver’s multitude of aicoholic
narrators has been widely remarked upon, and several stories explicitly depict the process
of recovery from alcoholism (his story “Where I'm Calling From,” for example, published in
Cathedral in 1983, is set in an alcohol rehabilitation centre). Long sections of Infinite Jest
follow the fortunes of a group of characters living in a recovery and treatment centre and
portray the workings of AA in detail. Apart from the explicit diegetic treatment of
addiction, some structural and stylistic features — such as the lengthy monologues spoken
by recovering addicts in Wallace’s novel — also clearly owe a debt to the demands of the
processes of rehabilitation. As Max suggests, the psychological struggles involved in
overcoming addiction could be seen as an important factor in the attempt by both writers
to evolve a more sincere and humane style. Explorations of spirituality and post-religious
faith could, in both writers’ work, be linked to the recovery process: the narrator of
“Where I’'m Calling From” spends Christmas in a halfway house, for example, and the

importance of envisioning a “higher power” in Infinite Jest is explicitly framed in the
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context of recovery from addiction (CS 461-466; I/ 366). This explicit exploration of
spirituality is more evident, in fact, when we examine the unedited manuscripts of both
writers, as | will argue later in relation to Carver’s story “If It Please You” and sections of
Wallace’s The Pale King. According to Stull and Carroll, “in contrast to the ironic, self-
reflexive ‘post-realist’ experimental writers of the 1960s with whom he came of age,
Carver followed Tolstoy in prizing something that sounds naive but is fundamental:
sincerity” (Kelley 1). Wallace was, of course, reacting partly to the legacy of the very same
experimental writers,’® and sincerity has also been identified as a central aim of Wallace’s
writing, most notably by Adam Kelly (“Dialectic” n.p.). While an extended exploration of
this link between the two writers is beyond my scope here, their shared experiences and
concerns illustrate that Wallace’s attitude towards Carver was never a straightforwardly
oppositional one.

It is notable that Wallace, as Max mentions, frequently goes out of his way to
exempt Carver from his criticisms of Minimalism: he refers, after all, to “Bad Carver” and
“Carver wannabes” rather than the writer himself. In 1997, Wallace referred specifically to
the ending of “So Much Water So Close to Home” as one of the exceptions to the “set of

formal schticks” that Minimalism became (Bookworm Aug 2000).” Indeed, in two

' Wallace also discussed Tolstoy in interviews (with Kennedy and Polk, McCaffery, and Lipsky, for example
(CWDFW 18, 26, 50; Lipsky 37—-38)) and his library contains two separate annotated copies of Tolstoy’s “The
Death of Ivan llych” (These are found in Classics of Modern Fiction: Twelve Short Novels, 4" ed. (ed. Irving

Howe), and in Literature: An Introduction to Fiction, Poetry, and Drama, 5t ed., ed. X.J. Kennedy).

Y This is one of the stories Lish edited heavily and Carver later republished elsewhere: it was first published
in Furious Seasons (1977), and Carver later included the longer version in Where I’m Calling From (the full
details of the textual history of the story are provided by Stull and Carroll (CS 1001)). Bailey and Saltzman,
among others, consider the differences between the two versions to be worthy of analysis (Bailey 206—10;
Saltzman 89-91); Leypoldt argued in 2001, however, that these differences are not great enough to

constitute a dramatic stylistic shift (“Reconsidering”). While Wallace made some annotations in his copy of
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separate interviews, Wallace used the word “genius” to describe Carver. In a conversation
with Michael Silverblatt in 2000, in the context of a discussion on the way the notion of
“genius” has changed over the decades, he stated: “l would say that Carver’s a genius, but
his persona was anti-genius” (Bookworm Aug 2000). Wallace had also used the word
earlier in the course of his interview with McCaffery during his most explicit recorded
discussion of Carver and his legacy, one which | will reproduce at length here because of
its importance. At one point in the conversation, Wallace complains that in his writing he
never seems “to get the kind of clarity and concision | want.” McCaffery replies by noting
that “Ray Carver comes immediately to mind in terms of compression and clarity, and he’s
obviously someone who wound up having a huge influence on your generation.” Wallace
responded by framing Minimalism — again — as the obverse of metafiction, and as one of
two contrasting (and failed) responses to the problem of the author’s problematic

position within the text:

Minimalism’s just the other side of metafictional recursion. The basic problem’s
still the one of the mediating narrative consciousness. Both minimalism and
metafiction try to resolve the problem in radical ways. Opposed, but both so
extreme they end up empty. Recursive metafiction worships the narrative
consciousness, makes “it” the subject of the text. Minimalism’s even worse,
emptier, because it’s a fraud: it eschews not only self-reference but any narrative

o n

personality at all, tries to pretend there “is” no narrative consciousness in its text.
When McCaffery objects that this fails to accurately characterise Carver’s work, in which
“his narrative voice is nearly always insistently there, like Hemingway’s” (emphasis in
original), Wallace replies at length:

| was talking about minimalists, not Carver. Carver was an artist, not a minimalist.

Even though he’s supposedly the inventor of modern U.S. minimalism. ‘Schools’ of
fiction are for crank-turners. The founder of a movement is never part of a

WWTA, none are present at the end of the story, making it difficult to identify the version of the story to

which he is referring in the Bookworm interview.
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movement. Carver uses all the techniques and anti-styles that critics call
‘minimalist’, but his case is like Joyce, or Nabokov, or early Barth and Coover — he’s
using formal innovation in the service of an original vision. Carver invented — or
resurrected, if you want to cite Hemingway — the techniques of minimalism in the
services of rendering a world he saw that nobody’d seen before. It’s a grim world,
exhausted and empty and full of mute, beaten people, but the minimalist
techniques Carver employed were perfect for it: they created it. And minimalism
for Carver wasn’t some rigid aesthetic program he adhered to for its own sake.
Carver’s commitment was to his stories, each of them. And when minimalism
didn’t serve them, he blew it off. If he realized a story would be best served by
expansion, not ablation, he’d expand, like he did to “The Bath,” which he later
turned into a vastly superior story. He just chased the click. But at some point his
“minimalist” style caught on. A movement was born, proclaimed, promulgated by
the critics. Now here come the crank-turners. What’s especially dangerous about
Carver’s techniques is that they seem so easy to imitate. It doesn’t seem like every
word and line and draft has been bled over. That’s part of his genius. It looks like
you can write a minimalist piece without much bleeding. And you can. But not a
good one (CWDFW 45-46).

This lengthy consideration of Carver’s artistic importance and of the way in which literary
influence operates is revealing and, in the light of subsequent evidence, highly
problematic. The “vastly superior story” Wallace alludes to here is “A Small, Good Thing,”
published in 1983 as part of Cathedral (two years after the appearance of “The Bath”).
The explanation of the story’s textual genesis that Wallace gives here is one that was
accepted by contemporary scholars, based on explanations given by Carver himself. In

1984, for example, Carver claimed that:

| went back to that one, as well as several others, because | felt there was
unfinished business that needed attending to. The story hadn’t been told
originally; it had been messed about with, condensed and compressed in “The
Bath” to highlight the qualities of menace that | wanted to emphasize — you see
this with the business about the baker, the phone call, with its menacing voice on
the other line, the bath, and so on. But | still felt there was unfinished business, so
in the midst of writing these other stories for Cathedral | went back to “The Bath”
and tried to see what aspects of it needed to be enhanced, redrawn, reimagined.
When | was done, | was amazed because it seemed so much better. I've had
people tell me that they much prefer “The Bath,” which is fine, but “A Small, Good,
Thing” seems to me to be a better story (CWRC 102).
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Indeed, until recently, critics have — on the basis of interviews such as this one — uniformly
accepted Carver’s claims that the chronology of the story’s publication reflected that of its
composition, and that the alternate versions of some of the stories in WWTA published
after 1981 were revisions of ones whose potential he himself had failed to realise. We
now know that these claims were not only incorrect but were, in fact, deliberate fictions
constructed in response to the extensive editorial activity of Gordon Lish. As Carver’s
friend and (frequently) editor throughout the 1970s and beyond, Lish made numerous
changes to the author’s stories and was, as we will see, central to the construction of
what would come to be called a “Carveresque” story. Lish’s work on WWTA during the
editing process of the book in 1980 was the most extreme example of his methods — he
cut the manuscript by over half during two rounds of editing, as well as making further
last-minute changes to the galleys — and represented a concentrated effort to reshape
Carver’s stories in ways that manifestly departed from the author’s intention. The
interventions blurred the lines between author and editor to an extent that Carver was
extremely reluctant to accept, and the process of the book’s publication would mark a
lasting deterioration in their working relationship. The publication of Beginners in 2009,
accompanied by biographical and paratextual material showing the extent of Lish’s work
and the details of the disagreement between the two men, makes it clear that the
collection can no longer be easily understood as an expression of Carver’s own artistic

intentions.

Wallace’s discussion in 1993 of Carver’s technique, then, reads in hindsight as
significantly more complicated and layered than it at first appeared at the time. He

discusses Carver’s “minimalist techniques” in the understanding that the author was
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always responsible for those techniques; he refers to Carver’s “expansion” of a story that
the author had in fact restored to its original length; and he distinguishes between Carver
and the legion of subsequent “crank-turners” unaware that in Carver’s case, as well as
others, Lish was the one turning the crank. Wallace’s identification of the “original vision”
behind Carver’s “formal innovation” becomes problematic when seen in this light, and
suggests a need to return to critical evaluations of Carver as well as to our understanding
of literary Minimalism. As | will argue in more detail later, such critical re-evaluation has
been slow in coming. Wallace’s words also, perhaps, point to a fundamental tension
between the persistent notion of individual artistic vision and the opening-up of the text
that has been a central aim of much twentieth-century literary theory: the use of the
terms “original vision” and “genius” sit uneasily alongside his nods to reader-response
theory and “Barthian and Derridean poststructuralism” elsewhere in the same interview
(CWDFW 40). The deconstruction of traditional paradigms of literary authorship found in
the work of Barthes, Foucault and others has, as several critics have noted, left an
ambiguous legacy for literary criticism. Critical theory has, it seems, irrevocably opened
textual criticism to an understanding of the reader’s role in producing meaning and to the
plurality of possible readings available in any given text. It has also, though, arguably
retained the figure of an author at a submerged theoretical level as well returning to it in
practice, as critics like Sean Burke have argued (165—69). The author’s disappearance has
also failed to translate into the kind of widespread paradigm shift in understanding
prophesied by Foucault: as Stone and Thompson note, the idea of the solitary author
“remains remarkably persistent in literary criticism, the classroom, mass culture, the

marketplace, and the law” (11-12).
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Wallace, it should be noted, was not unaware of the importance of the social
networks behind the production of art. Indeed, the description of Minimalism he
provides in “Westward” goes on to mention Carver’s editor by name as he laments “the
Resurrection of Realism, the pained product of inglorious minimalist labour in countless
obscure graduate writing workshops across the U.S. of A., and called by Field Marshal Lish
(who ought to know) the New Realism” (GWCH 265, emphasis in original).’* While
Wallace wrote these words without knowledge of the extent of Lish’s direct influence on
Carver’s work, he was clearly cognisant of the editor’s central position in the U.S. literary
landscape. As he makes clear both here and in the aforementioned essays, Wallace gave
much thought to the institutions and forces helping to shape American fiction during the
1980s, and his extended discussion in “Fictional Futures” of the effect of MFA programs
on contemporary writing echoes the concerns of several prominent critics (a special issue
of the Mississippi Review in Winter 1985, for example, gathered several such views).
Wallace’s barb here reflects the fact that Lish was increasingly coming to be understood
as a force in his own right: David Bellamy suggested in his 1985 essay ‘A Downpour of
Literary Republicanism’ that Lish had become as important a literary player as The New
Yorker, a one-man institution who had managed to exert “vast influence” on the “literary
climate” (37-39). Lish’s position was graphically mapped out in the “Guide to the Literary
Universe” presented in Esquire’s August 1987 issue, in which he was placed (along with
Carver and Gary Fisketjon, who by that point had replaced Lish as Carver’s editor) in the

“Red Hot Center”’; Wallace was depicted, presciently, as being “on the horizon” (Hills).

'® The name is a reference to the unofficial title of “Captain Fiction” that Lish earned while working at
Esquire, (Polsgrove 248); Amy Hempel’s article of the same title in Vanity Fair in 1984 on Lish’s fiction
workshop helped to popularise the soubriquet. | will discuss Lish’s background at greater length in

subsequent chapters.
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Lish’s placement on the map reflected his influence at Knopf, and Wallace’s reference to
“Field Marshal Lish” here thus reinforces the criticisms of the “School of Lish” that Sven
Birkerts had recently identified in his October 1986 essay of the same name.

Wallace, thus, was aware of — and found it necessary to identify and critique —
what Jerome McGann calls the “aesthetic and literary horizon[s]” determining the
production of literary fiction during the years in which he began publishing
(“Socialization” 72). He was also, of course, operating within these horizons himself.
Notes from papers belonging to Bonnie Nadell show that he asked his agent to send a
story to Lish for possible publication in the Quarterly, Lish’s newly-founded literary journal
(02 Sep 1987). Lish replied politely in the negative, citing a clash of schedules; he would
not, he said, be able to publish Wallace’s story “Luckily the Account Representative Knew
CPR” before December 1988, by which time Girl With Curious Hair was already scheduled
to have appeared in print (25 Sep 1987). A note in the Lish archives, moreover, shows
Wallace thanking Lish for his attention in a playfully cordial and complimentary tone (this
appears to refer to a separate note from Lish): “Dear Mr. Lish: Thanks for your nice note,
and the even nicer note that crossed mine in the mail. I've asked my agent’s assistant’s
secretary’s receptionist’s client-relations aide to petition a person of consequence to send
you a much shorter story. Congratulations, by the way, on a really good magazine” (29
Aug 1987). We can see this, perhaps, as a case of literary realpolitik — Wallace was, during
these years, a young writer urgently trying to publish in several venues — but the notes
also suggest that a straightforward division between Minimalist and maximalist camps is
insufficient to account for the complex network of literary connections linking these

writers.
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Centrally, these communications highlight the importance in contemporary literary
production of the editor, whose role complicates the popular idea of the solitary creator.
American literary history, as Jack Stillinger shows in his Multiple Authorship and the Myth
of Solitary Genius (1991), is notable for its many examples of strong editorial intervention,
but the critical attention given to these examples has primarily focused on earlier figures
such as Max Perkins (139-62). The Carver controversy, however, as it has come to be
known (Stull and Carroll, “Prolegomena” 2), has demonstrated that editing has a crucial
and under-appreciated role in recent U.S. literary history. The emergence of the
Minimalist story as the dominant paradigm, as | will argue, involved a high degree of
editorial agency that has as yet received little critical acknowledgement. The return to a
“renewed maximalism,” meanwhile, also owes a great deal to editorial intervention: the
publication of Infinite Jest was overseen and aided by an editor, Michael Pietsch, who not
only recruited and edited Wallace but worked steadily to make the 1,079-page novel a
commercial success. Pietsch’s relationship with Wallace would last up to and beyond the
author’s death, and his work on The Pale King represents perhaps the most notable and
commercially successful example of posthumous editing in recent American fiction. The
availability for study of the drafts of these seminal works of contemporary literature is
unusual — Wallace’s voluminous papers, indeed, represent a rich variety and depth of
textual material, as Schwartzburg notes (256) — and allows us to bring the methods and
ideas of genetic criticism to bear on recent (and in the case of The Pale King, very recent)

publications.

The figure of the editor, then, touches on enduring questions of authorship and literary

influence, complicating notions of individual authorship and posing challenges for a
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critical tradition that has oscillated between intense focus on the author and an attempt
to do away with the author-figure entirely. The role of the editor also demands attention
from the various critical perspectives — from McGann’s emphasis on the textual horizons
involved in editing, to genetic critics’ focus on the movement of writing across tangible
documents, to McGurl’s influential arguments for the importance of understanding the
institutional settings of postwar American fiction — that seek to enlarge literary criticism’s
horizons through close attention to social and material networks. Each of these
approaches is attentive to what | refer to as textual process: namely, the whole range of
observable procedures and processes, from initial authorial note-taking to collaborative
revision to the creation of the printed book (and beyond), involved in bringing a text into
being. My focus on process seeks not just to recreate the historical moment of textual
production, but to historicize the text itself by tracing the specifics of its material history
and closely examining the way in which different — and sometimes competing — forces
and agents have acted upon it. In the following chapters, therefore, | will bring these
critical methods to bear on the editing processes behind Carver’s and Wallace’s work in
the belief that these varied perspectives — theoretical and specific, individual and social,
abstract and material — can serve to illuminate each other.

My first chapter provides context for the position of the editor in contemporary
literary production and outlines the methodologies and critical traditions upon which |
will be drawing. Chapters 2 and 3, the lengthiest sections, present detailed studies of the
work performed by Lish and Pietsch on Carver’s early stories and on The Pale King
respectively. In Chapter 2 | analyse the editorial processes behind Carver’s first two
collections and trace their effects on the published texts, ending with a consideration of

Lish’s career in order to provide context for these. In Chapter 3, | discuss the editing of
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Wallace’s texts with a focus on the posthumous work done by Pietsch on The Pale King,
based on a study of the manuscripts for the unfinished novel; | close this chapter by
examining the way in which the work’s manuscripts prompt a re-examination of Wallace’s
relationship to Minimalism. In the final chapter, | present readings showing that editorial
processes can, in the case of both writers, be said to feed back into the work in oblique
ways. The mediating role of the editor — so often invisible and so easily ignored — is, |

argue, inseparable from the development, form, and reception of these works.
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CHAPTER 1

“Stuff that editors do”: Theorizing Editing

1.1 “Why not just have the editor write the book?”:

Random House versus Joan Collins

In February of 1996, Joan Collins spent several days in a Manhattan courtroom defending
a lawsuit brought by her publisher Random House. In 1990, the publishing house had
agreed a $4 million, two-book deal with the actress and author, but their relationship had
broken down in the intervening years: the manuscripts of the two novels in question — A
Ruling Passion and Hell Hath No Fury — were rejected on the basis that both were below
the required standard. Random House sued for the return of the $1.3 million advance;
Collins responded by countersuing on the basis that she was owed the balance of the $4
million.

The case centred on the question of whether the author had turned in a
“complete” manuscript, as per the terms of her contract: Collins’ agent, the New York
Times noted, had persuaded the publisher “to delete from their contract the customary

m

requirement that the author turn in a ‘satisfactory performance’” (Goodman n.p.). In her
later account of the trial, Collins would note that this clause was “the publishing world’s
most powerful weapon,” allowing them “not to pay for work they don’t like” (4). The

legal arguments thus came to hinge on the question of whether the word “complete” was

to be understood in qualitative or quantitative terms. The prosecution argued that

39



despite the fact that Collins had turned in a manuscript of some bulk, this could not be
considered to be “complete” due to its disorganised and incoherent nature. Collins’
editor Joni Evans took to the stand to describe her feelings of “alarm” upon receiving one
of the manuscripts, claiming that it had struck her as being “primitive, very much off-
base.” Asked to elaborate, she claimed “this was a manuscript not in any shape to edit.
This was a manuscript that was setting out characters but all over the map, with many
themes not quite gelling. . . it was jumbled and disjointed. It was alarming.”* It did not,
she claimed, have “a beginning, a middle and an end” and was not yet in an appropriate
state for submission to the publication and editing process (Collins 7). The defence, on
the other hand, argued that the manuscripts’ faults were provisional and unexceptional:
Collins’ defence lawyer went so far as to imply that “a talented, skilful editor, working on
a close basis with an author, could have helped [to] find a resolution” to the problems
they contained.

Despite the central issue of the quality of Collins’ manuscripts (“my literary
ability,” she recalled, “was on trial” (7)), therefore, the focus of the dispute soon shifted
onto the question of what exactly the editor’s role entailed. Was Evans correct in refusing
to give Collins line-by-line criticism even though previous editors had provided this to the
author? Was she correct in her claim that the manuscript needed to be fixed in “basic”
ways before such detailed criticism was even possible? The defence called Rosemary
Cheetham, who had previously worked as Collins’ editor in the UK: she described an early

editorial group meeting, hinting that Evans’ editorial advice to the author on the plot had

¥ These quotes are taken from a 1996 documentary made for the US network Court TV (since relaunched
as Tru TV). All subsequent quotes, unless otherwise noted, are taken from this documentary, which is (at

the time of writing) available on Youtube. (Worden : url provided in list of works cited).
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been misguided. Asked whether she herself would, as editor, have been capable of
turning the manuscript into a successful work of commercial fiction, she replied in the
affirmative, noting that this would have required detailed suggestions and page-by-page
notes: the manuscript was, she argued, “complete but not ready for press.” The defence
then heard from expert witness Lucianne Goldberg, who had previously worked as a
ghostwriter and editor, to provide an unambiguous verdict: “Is it fixable? Absolutely.”
When the prosecuting lawyer selected examples from the manuscript to demonstrate the
fragmented, chaotic nature of its plot (for example, instances in which one character’s
drug problem disappears inexplicably from the narrative and another character’s
lifesaving heart operation is apparently alluded to as an afterthought) Goldberg waved
her hand and replied, “all of this is stuff that editors do.” Upon being asked whether
Collins” manuscripts were in fact publishable, she replied, “Absolutely. All they needed
was some cutting and moving things around. All the stuff editors get well paid for.”
Collins later approvingly quoted Goldberg’s statement to the court that “Putting raw
material right is what editors are supposed to do. They just use their blue pencil.” (Collins
8-9, emphasis in original). When called to the stand herself, the author offered a paean
to the importance of the editor’s input:

You neglect editors at your peril. They are 50% of the partnership after you've

done the best that you possibly can with your manuscript. You go up to a point

and then you can no longer do it anymore. . . there are some authors who can
self-edit, but | am not one of them. | need an editor, and | am the first to admit it.

One report on the case neatly summarised the defence’s position: “writers write; editors
‘fix’” (Sjoerdsma n.p.).
In summing up the prosecution’s case, Random House’s counsel Robert Callagy

rejected the idea that editors should have to do all this “stuff,” appealing to the jury’s
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intuition as he asked them to preserve a distinction between the functions of author and
editor:
What the defence amounts to is that Joan Collins wanted Joni Evans to do Miss
Collins’ job for her. But if it was the editor’s job to execute the plots and subplots
and to develop the characters, write the descriptive passages and structure the
drama, why would you ever need a writer? Why would anyone who could do that,

be an editor instead of a writer? Why not just have the editor write the book?
That’s not the way it works. You know that, and | know that.

The jury returned a split decision, meaning that Collins could keep the majority of her
advance: the author was ebullient, promising reporters afterwards that this episode
would be added to the autobiography she had just finished writing for her English
publisher. In this later account she focused on the positive aspects of the judgement,
claiming that “justice had been served” and noting that after delivering their verdict, the
jury had insisted on meeting her, their faith in her literary prowess seemingly undimmed:
“each juror,” she notes, “requested | sign their copies of the manuscripts” (16).

This legal battle describes an editing and publication process that is, in some ways,
very distant from the ones | will be examining. Collins was working within a paradigm of
commercial publishing in which the degree of authorial attribution might be expected to
be lower than in the case of the serious literary fiction produced by Carver and Wallace.
Indeed, it can be argued that in the case of celebrity fiction, “the author’s name” as
Donald Laming notes, “functions not as a guarantee of literary quality, but as a link
between the book and pre-existing publicity” (100); even Collins’ defence attorney was
quick to concede that his client “is not, and has not claimed to be, Hemingway or James
Joyce or Proust.” However, it serves as a useful background to the cases | will be
considering here, both of which involved editorial interventions that go beyond the

boundaries of the expected. It may also be worth noting that these two worlds — that of
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the celebrity airport novel on the one hand, and prestigious literary fiction on the other —
are not entirely discrete in the way they are brought to the market. Indeed, they can
sometimes overlap in the figure of the editor: as we will see, Lish served as ghostwriter
on works of commercial fiction in the 1970s, while Pietsch has edited the multimillion-
selling James Patterson over a number of years. More importantly for my purposes here,
the Collins case represents a rare cultural moment in which readers, writers and editors
were forced to reflect upon the role of the editor. Editing is an inevitable aspect of the
social and cultural processes involved in the production of writing. However they may
understand it, authors are likely to accept the existence of editors — and the need for
editing — within the publishing landscape. McGann writes of Byron that he was
“responsive to his immediate literary environment” and that he accepted, from the
outset of his career, “the general terms of the publishing institution of his day” (Critique
6); this is arguably true for the majority of writers, and limit cases like Blake and Dickinson
—who went to exceptional lengths in order to resist collaborating with other agents in the
production of their works — illustrate how rare it is for writers to avoid engaging with the
social apparatus by which texts are disseminated in the public sphere.”

Both Carver and Wallace embraced publishing institutions from early in their
careers; it is worth noting, too, that both writers sometimes displayed a willingness to
involve themselves beyond their customary authorial roles. At the time he met Lish,
Carver was working as a textbook editor at Science Research Associates in Palo Alto: he

excelled at the job, which involved selecting readings to interest college students and

2% McGann describes, for example, how Blake “tried to produce his own work in deliberate defiance of his
period’s normal avenues of publication”: this involved an uncommonly extensive set of steps in which he

assumed the roles of “author, editor, illustrator, publisher, printer, and distributor” (Critique 44—47).
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condensing these for elementary-level readers (Sklenicka 138—-139). Indeed, at one point
he acted as guest editor of the little magazine December through his friendship with its
chief editor Curt Johnson, and Sklenicka notes that before Carver had met Lish, the two
had jointly edited December’'s 1967 issue (143). At one point, after Lish had moved to
Esquire in 1969, Carver even wrote to his friend in New York to ask whether there might
be “any jobs going there in yr dept for asst editors or the like, that would pay a decent
salary” (18 Dec 1969). Wallace, for his part, demonstrated a playful engagement with the
world of campus publishing during his time in Arizona, collaborating with his friend JT
Jackson on “a parody issue of [the college’s] writing programme newsletter” (Max, ELS
72). He also took on editorial roles at times in his career: in 1996, he guest edited an issue
of the Review of Contemporary Fiction, noting in his introduction that “the job involved
reading the essays as they came in and copyediting them—I'm a good copy editor, and
this has been the only really comfortable part of the whole process as far as I'm
concerned” (“Quo Vadis” 7). As this quote suggests, Wallace appears to have taken pride
in his copyediting abilities, and his correspondence with Don Delillo suggests that when
he received an advance copy of Underworld, he relished (along with his enjoyment of the
book) the opportunity to act as one of its unofficial proofreaders. A note from Delillo
written to his friend Gordon Lish in advance of the publication of the book, in fact,
jokingly taunts Lish with the information that “David Foster Wallace found 4 typos that
you’d missed. Just thought you’d like to know. D.” (27 Jan 1997).

These examples show just a few of the many ways in which both writers participated in
the social processes of textual circulation throughout their writing lives. They serve, too,
as a reminder of the relevance of McGann’s call for “a socialized concept of authorship

and textual authority” in literary criticism (Critique 8) and hint at the way in which the
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editor can be considered an essential part of the material apparatus of textual process —
the entire network encompassing publisher, agent, university, and more — that underlies

the production of literary texts.

1.2 The “Trusted Advisor”: Understanding the Editor’s

Role

“The editor,” note Claire MacDonald and William H. Sherman in their introduction to a
2002 issue of Performance Research devoted to the study of editorial activity, “is at once
a key player in the creation and transmission of culture and an elusive — often invisible —
figure.” (1). In order to contextualize the development of my chosen texts, it will be
useful to consider the reasons for the “elusive” nature of the role and to examine the
ideas and practices behind it. Perhaps the first characteristic to be noted about editing is
its liminal status: as MacDonald and Sherman point out, the designation is, of necessity, a
“mediating term” (1). In what he calls a “fundamental definition,” Paul Eggert highlights
this act of mediation and usefully points towards a point of future publication as an
inescapable aspect of the editing transaction: “an editor,” in his formulation, “mediates,
according to defined or undefined standards or conventions, between the text or texts of
documents made or orally transmitted by another and the audience of the anticipated
publication” (Securing 156). Indeed, Pietsch has noted that he worked “at the
professional interface between [Wallace] and his readers,” an explanation that highlights
the way in which the editor’s position is one that necessarily involves functioning as an
intermediary in the service of the creation of a future textual product (“On David Foster

Wallace” 11).
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The variety of practical tasks involved in this act of mediation, though, can be
significant. As the Collins case demonstrates, the term “editing” can refer to a range of
activities and can also be understood differently within different spheres of publishing.
The processes under discussion in this study took place within the context of U.S.
commercial publishing and thus need to be understood in relation to the conventions of
this tradition; identifying principles and methods in modern commercial editing is
difficult, however, as standardization has traditionally been lacking and practices vary
between individuals and between publishing houses. Indeed, both Thomas McCormack
and Leslie Sharpe, in their respective guides to editing practice, bemoan the lack of
professionalization of the editing industry and the absence of any common statements of
theory or systematic instruction (Sharpe 4; McCormack 84). Within the tradition of the
commercial publication of fiction, “editing,” as Sharpe observes, generally connotes a
number of activities including reviewing, revising, redacting, refining, emending and
correcting (1). These activities, or “patterns of revision” will, as John Bryant observes,
tend to be grouped as part of a single design or “set of strategies” (FT 108) serving to act
in @ manner similar to that understood by Foucault’s author function, namely as a
principle of specificity upon the text: an editor will be expected to “bring out the author’s
voice in the strongest way possible” (Marek viii) and to display “empathy with the

author’s vision” (Sharpe 131, emphasis in original).”

! Foucault writes that the author:

Does not precede the works; he is a certain functional principle by which, in our culture, one limits,
excludes, and chooses; in short, by which one impedes the free circulation, the free manipulation,
the free composition, decomposition, and recomposition of fiction . . . the author is therefore the
ideological figure by which one marks the manner in which we fear the proliferation of meaning”
(290).
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In the preparation of a fictional text for publication, an editor will inevitably bring
his or her own aesthetic preferences to the text (McCormack identifies “sensibility” as the
key to good editing). However, the work done will likely include an awareness of its
potential audience as well as the sensibilities (and perhaps the “house style”) of the
publishing house in question: Bryant emphasises how the attempted textual
improvement involved in editing is based upon a variety of social factors.”? The
attribution for the published work of fiction will in almost every case be singular, though,
with the author’s name usually appearing unaccompanied on the book’s cover and the
editor’s work rarely foregrounded (McCormack notes that it is the editor’s lot to be
anonymous, and to “serve the author” (74, 84)). Editing consequently implies an
awareness of this requirement and generally involves a movement towards a certain
unity and reduction of textual variation, whether stylistic or thematic. This movement will
often be encouraged by author as much as editor: correspondence between Wallace and
Pietsch, for example, shows that the former sought advice on achieving coherence in
collections of his stories and essays (April 19 2004).

In American literary history, the figure of Max Perkins has played as great a role as
anyone in the popular understanding of the editor’s position. Perkins’ success in editing
Fitzgerald, Hemingway and Wolfe has gained him an uncharacteristically illustrious

status: indeed, A. Scott Berg’'s biography, ambiguously subtitled “Editor of Genius”

2 The goal of an editor, according to Bryant, is “betterment, however that may be defined . . . the editor
attempts to bring the text closer in line with his or her notion of the writer’s goal with his/her own personal
agenda as a reader, or the agenda of the publisher or of a readership the editor presumes to represent” (FT

104).
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(currently being adapted for cinema)® has surely contributed to making him something of
an editorial archetype. While Perkins’ fame is uncharacteristic, his legacy as the most
famous example of an editor in the American tradition makes him relevant here: indeed,
a current editor at Knopf recently opined that the role of a fiction editor has changed very
little in the past century.” His example is also useful, however, in demonstrating some of
the difficulties involved in any attempts at a theoretical understanding of the role. One of
these difficulties is the inescapable nature of the human element in editing relationships,
resulting from the fact that the textual relationship is determined in part by the
idiosyncratic meeting of different personality types. At one level, this simply involves an
acknowledgement that the working methods of writers vary dramatically, and that the
editor’s role will vary accordingly. Perkins’ textual work with Fitzgerald, for example,
primarily appears to have involved offering advice on aspects of plot and character:** with
Wolfe, however, he selected material, wrote plot outlines and assembled sections of
narrative, taking on functions more generally understood to be authorial ones (Berg 121—-
30).

However, Perkins’ example also shows the frequent inseparability of an editorial

relationship from one of friendship. His role, in fact, appears often to have been a holistic

2 The production, provisionally entitled “Genius” (starring Colin Firth in the role of Perkins, Jude Law as
Thomas Wolfe, Guy Pearce as F. Scott Fitzgerald and Dominic West as Ernest Hemingway), is scheduled for

release in 2016 (Brown n.p.).

? Jordan Pavlin (editor of Karen Russell, Nathan Englander, Jenny Offill and others) suggests that, despite
changes to the industry, “the core of an editor’s role” remains “remarkably unaltered”: “Then, as now, the
editor’s first job was to acquire and edit the best books and to talk about them with passion and purpose”
(Harris).

= Famously, he requested more details on Gatsby’s character, to which an impressed Fitzgerald replied that

he himself had not known “what Gatsby looked like or was engaged in”(Berg 60-63).
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one involving practical assistance and elements of pastoral care: Berg notes that
Fitzgerald referred to the editor as one of his “closest friends,” that Perkins often acted
“in loco parentis” for the author, and reports that in 1927, when Fitzgerald was looking
for a quiet place to write in seclusion, the editor “house-hunted for him” (79-80, 106—
07).”® The interconnection of professional and personal relationships — an expected factor
in long-term working relationships — cannot, therefore, be easily separated from the
textual exchange. Sklenicka reports, for example, that in 1971 Gordon Lish took the
unusual step of asking Carver to gather information about Lish’s ex-wife in San Francisco:
it may, in fact, have been in return for this favour that the editor promised Carver to try
to sell his writing in New York (197, 520 n68-9). Wallace and Pietsch’s relationship, as we
shall see, tended to be more distant but clearly involved a high degree of personal
affection: speaking at a tribute shortly after the author’s death, for example, the editor
recalled a house visit during which Wallace had played with his children (“On David Foster
Wallace” 12).

Perkins’ example also illustrates the tension between the power inherent in the
role — the potential to affect and even determine crucial aspects of a literary work — and
the way it also places the editor in “a position of subordination and even service”
(MacDonald and Sherman 1). Stillinger, in his consideration of the reasons for the general
invisibility of editing, highlights the general reluctance of editors to draw attention to

Ill

their own work: he takes as an example the “pathological” self-effacement of Perkins, an

editor who maintained a lifelong insistence on the primacy of the author’s role and

%® An unusual contemporary example of such pastoral care came in Jonathan Franzen’s recent revelation
that his editor at the New Yorker, Henry Finder, had been responsible for dissuading him from his plan to

adopt an Iraqgi war orphan (“Interview” n.p.).
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consistently minimised his own contribution, despite the fact that his influence was in
many cases (Wolfe’s novels, for example) manifestly crucial to the success of the
published work (Stillinger 154-55; Berg 130-33).” Even when a powerful editor has
played a significant role in shaping the work of a younger writer, this role has generally
not been highlighted in the public presentation of the work, tending to be revealed only
in retrospect. The difficulty of apprehending and defining the editor’s contribution stems,
Stillinger suggests, not just from the persistence of the concept of singular authorship
within literary theory but also from the practicalities of the publishing industry: “An
editor who made much of a claim as collaborator,” he suggests, “would very quickly find
the authors giving their manuscripts to rival publishers. The fact is that authors
themselves are among the most ardent believers in the myth of single authorship (155).”
This suggests a kind of wilful blindness on the part of authors (as well as, perhaps,
publishers and editors themselves) to the editor’s role and, in fact, goes some way
towards describing what happened between Lish and Carver. The claim, | would suggest,
remains relevant, since single authorship is clearly integral to the commercial
presentation of books. The commercial editor’s role is thus one that contains inherent
paradoxes: it is necessary but invisible, powerful but subservient, inherently collaborative
but existing in a context where any editorial agency, no matter how extensive, will
generally be subsumed at the point of presentation into a paradigm of solitary
authorship. Indeed, in one interview, former New Yorker editor William Maxwell suggests

that a successful editorial performance makes a degree of cognitive dissonance not only

o Berg quotes Perkin’s colleague John Hall Wheelock on the editor’s famed humility: “although I’'m aware
of no book [Wolfe’s Look Homeward, Angel (1929)] that had ever been edited so extensively up to that

point, Max felt that what he had done was neither more nor less than duty required” (130).
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inevitable, but desirable: “what you hope is that if the writer reads the story ten years
after it is published he will not be aware that anybody has ever touched it” (n.p.).
Multiple authorship has, historically, rarely been acknowledged in the commercial
presentation of fiction and, as Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford note in their exploration of
authorship in Singular Texts/Plural Authors, could be said to have an anomalous place in
contemporary literature. Like Stillinger, they highlight what they term “The Myth of the
Solitary Author,” following the development of the concept of individual authorship from
its roots in Descartes’ conception of individual subjectivity through to the Romantic
conception of solitary genius proposed by writers like Wordsworth, whose writings on
the subject define authorship in terms of “individuals writing alone” (85). In the case of
Carver and Lish, both men had worked in environments (namely, magazine publishing
and the MFA programme) where a story or novel would, despite the possible presence of
multiple contributors to a fictional text, invariably reach the public under a single author’s
name. Lish, indeed, had ghostwritten several novels by the time he edited WWTA and
was used to working in a commercial context.”® The ubiquity of this model in the world of
commercial publishing means that critics have often viewed it as an inevitable paradigm
in the production of fictional texts and accepted it as an extension of the author’s
intention, with the concept of “passive authorization” implying that the author, in effect,
“signs off” on the assistance given by the editor (Crispi and Slote 37; Bucci 31). Thus, for
instance, Glinter Leypoldt, in defending his previous reading of Carver’s story “So Much

Water So Close to Home” against new interpretations based on the revelations about the

% Sklenicka refers to Lish’s ghostwriting of Jim Garrison’s novel The Star-Spangled Contract (1976), and
drafts in Lish’s archive make it clear that he performed the same role for Victor Herman’s 1979 memoir

Coming Out Of the Ice (Sklenicka 283; Herman).
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story’s textual development, was able to dismiss the new textual evidence as an example
of “the type of influences to which authors tend to be exposed” (“Reconsidering” 318).

In the light of the extensive evidence provided by Beginners, though, this view
seems untenable. Certainly, the work undertaken by Lish exists at the extreme end of the
spectrum of textual editing and it surely needs to be differentiated from an assumed
paradigm of harmonious cooperation. Carol Polsgrove emphasises the extent to which
Lish’s methods were unusual even in the context of the magazine-editing environment in
which he worked during the 1970s. Lish, she reports, was (compared to the other line
editors at Esquire) an “aggressive editor” who “went after manuscripts with firm
confidence in his editorial hand” (241); Sklenicka describes how Lish occasionally clashed
with other writers, such as Nabokov, who were more prepared to resist his revisions
(283-284).” The editing relationship between Wallace and Pietsch, by contrast, seems to
have been largely harmonious: Wallace praised his editor both in public and in
correspondence with friends, and it is clear from numerous sources that he valued his
editor’s methods as well as his judgement (Pietsch Oct 26 2004; Wallace, Delillo April 28
2000). Pietsch has described the editor’s role as that of “trusted advisor” (“Feldman”) and
stated that the job’s primary requirement is “to earn the writer’s agreement that changes
he or she suggests are worth making” (“Editing”) and archival evidence shows that

Wallace did indeed have the final say on every matter during his lifetime. In this, Pietsch’s

g Manuscripts in the Lish archive, in fact, show that the editor heavily cut excerpts of Nabokov’s novel Look
at the Harlequins! in 1974 for possible serialisation in Esquire. He had cut the novel to make it look, in the
words of Fred Hills, Editor-in—Chief of McGraw-Hill at the time, “like a straight autobiographical memoir of
Véra [Nabokov’s wife]” and changed its title to reflect this (the excerpt was named “Myself Incomplete: A
True Autobiography”); after receiving the page proofs of the proposed excerpt in the mail, the author

withdrew from the arrangement (Sklenicka 283-284; Nabokov)).

52



vision of the role recalls the words of Perkins, who conceived of himself as “a little dwarf
on the shoulder of a great general advising him what to do and what not to do, without
anyone’s noticing” (Berg 155). His work on Wallace’s posthumous work, however, clearly
cannot be viewed in the same light and requires a perspective that attends to the high
degree of mediation necessarily involved in publishing the work of an absent author.
Indeed, textual criticism has in recent decades been marked by an increased
awareness of the degree to which text is subject to context and is frequently suffused
with what MacDonald and Sherman refer to as “contingencies and instabilities” (1).
McGann has argued that “editing, including critical editing, is more an act of translation
than of reproduction.” Building on his assumption that the bibliographical and visual
elements of a book are as much an inherent part of its meaning as the linguistic ones, he
suggests that the multiple decisions taken in reproducing a text in a new context (and,
indeed, even the very fact of a different context) mean that even scrupulous and
conscientious acts of editing will result in alterations from the original work: “when we
edit we change, and even good editing. . . necessarily involves fundamental departures
from “authorial intention,” however that term is interpreted.” Indeed, the more
successful a text, the more its bibliographical codes will proliferate beyond authorial
control, as the text becomes more “socialized” (TC 53-58). Bryant’s related notion of the
“fluid text” — the proposition that all texts are “fluid” due to the different production
pressures bearing upon each version — develops this emphasis on social influences on
textual transmission and highlights the ongoing nature of cultural processes of
interpretation (FT 4-6). These processes are perhaps most clearly illustrated in the case
of posthumous publication, where the author has likely had little or no control over the

form of the final book.

23



Posthumous publication, therefore, both highlights the problem of the author’s
intention — the lack of an author to provide interpretation heightens the need for
accuracy on the part of the critic — and ensures that a critical editor is obliged to display
conflicting evidence clearly, ideally accompanied (in the words of the MLA’s “Guidelines
for Editors of Scholarly Editions”) by the “appropriate textual apparatus or notes
documenting alterations and variant readings of the text, including alterations by the
author, intervening editors, or the editor of this edition” (1.1). It is here that the
differences between critical and commercial editing become more apparent, since the
tradition of critical editing almost invariably presupposes editing the works of a dead
author. Examples can be seen throughout the history of literature, of course, as some of
the central texts of the Western canon are problematically incomplete in a way that
compels continual editorial attention: Virgil’s Aeneid, for example, demonstrates the way
which an unfinished text will require the editor(s) of each edition to repeat or repeal
previous decisions on key textual features, and indeed demonstrates the fact that even
critical editors of the same era may disagree in these matters.** However, the differences
between critical and commercial editing are considerable, and could perhaps be said to
hinge on the question of audience. In the case of editions intended for scholars, the need
for an authoritative textual apparatus is requirement of logic as well as tradition; in the

case of mass-market publications intended for a non-specialist readership, on the other

* |n his introduction to a recent edition of The Aeneid, for example, Bernard Knox observes that Virgil is
reported to have ordered his literary executors to destroy the unfinished manuscript of the poem;
“imperfections remain,” according to Knox, including “incomplete hexameters” and “minor contradictions,”
and different editors have reached contrasting conclusions about the authenticity of one of its passages

(11-12).
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hand, the textual authority of the work will often be considered less as a requirement
than as one factor among a number of others (namely, accessibility and marketability).
Indeed, there is no uniformity in the presentation of posthumous works of
significant American authors, and since these books are frequently edited according to
commercial practices, a critical apparatus is often lacking. Sarah Churchwell laments the
fact that “the degree to which they [posthumously published books] are edited is often
disguised, even misrepresented, by people with a vested interest in the final product,”
and that this is often due to the legal circumstances of the manuscripts in question:
“literary executors tend to be relatives, and thus have an emotional investment, as well
as a financial one, in the public image of the artist” (“Final Cut” n.p.). Several critics, for
example, faulted Dmitri Nabokov’s decision to publish his father’s final work, The Original
of Laura, in a 2009 edition which printed facsimile reproductions of the index cards on
which notes for the planned novel were written and bore the subtitle “A Novel in
Fragments” (Walsh; Theroux). Indeed, the book evinces a mix of critical and commercial
impulses: the state of the surviving textual fragments is scrupulously displayed in
anticipation of a readership that includes Nabokovian critics, but the subtitle (“A Novel in
Fragments”) seems a purely commercial addition designed to suggest to the reader that
the fragmentary disposition of the work is intentional and definitive rather than
contingent upon its author’s inability to see it through to publication. As we shall see, The
Pale King displays evidence of a similarly mixed set of editorial demands. David Gates,
however, suggested in The New York Times that The Original of Laura should, minor faults
aside, “serve as a model of how to publish a posthumous and unfinished manuscript,”
noting that the “countermodel is the published version of Hemingway’s Garden of Eden

[edited by Tom Jenks for Scribner’s and published in 1986], not a serious edition of a
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great writer’s epic mess, but a market-driven remix, with no information about the extent
of the high-handed cutting and splicing” (n.p.).*

Much of Hemingway’s work has been posthumously edited, often by different
editors (including — as we shall see — Michael Pietsch, who worked on The Dangerous
Summer, published in 1985), and sometimes to controversial effect: in 2009, for example,
writer A.E. Hotchner protested against the appearance of the re-edited memoir A
Moveable Feast, invoking Hemingway’s “right to have these words protected against
frivolous incursion” (n.p.). Churchwell notes Hemingway’s own protests against the
posthumous edit of Fitzgerald’s Tender is the Night, whose structure was changed by
Malcolm Cowley in 1951 in accordance with the author’s expressed wishes (which appear
to have been driven by commercial considerations) (“Final Cut” n.p.). Similar issues
surround the structure of Roberto Bolano’s final novel, albeit thus far without the same
attendant controversy: the editors of 2666 argue that “it seems preferable to keep the
novel whole” rather than to publish it in five sections as the author requested, on the
basis that this request was based on short-term monetary concerns rather than artistic
vision (Echevarria 895). Indeed, as these examples show, the fact that authorial wishes
may be posthumously interpreted in various ways (and that every unfinished manuscript
is likely to be unfinished in a different way) arguably mitigates against any uniformity of

presentation.

*In a 1991 essay on The Garden of Eden, K.J. Peters claims that several people at Scribner’s tried
unsuccessfully to edit the work before it made its way into the hands of Tom Jenks, and that Pietsch was
one of these (he writes “Michael Peach,” but the misspelling presumably arises from the fact that the
information comes from a phone interview with Charles Scribner Jr). The manuscript was subsequently

reduced by Jenks from 200,000 words to approximately 70,000 (17-29).
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The editions of Beginners and The Pale King demonstrate some of the different
possibilities of presentation as well as some of the differences between commercial and
scholarly editing. Beginners is clearly a critical edition: the text contains a full scholarly
apparatus, with a description of the methods employed in its production, a list of
variations, and a history of the textual genesis. This is undoubtedly due not only to the
fact that its editors (William L. Stull and Maureen P. Carroll) are prominent Carver
scholars, but that its very form —a manuscript version of a seminal collection —is defined
by its difference from a previously existing text. Thus, the accuracy and fidelity of the
published text is paramount, and an “Editors’ Preface” explains the method of the texts’
“restoration,” describing how “Carver’s original stories have been recovered by
transcribing his typewritten words that lie beneath Lish’s handwritten alterations and
deletions” on the base-text (vii—viii). For Stull and Carroll, the discovery of Beginners and
of the extent of Lish’s editing necessitates “a fundamental reformulation of the research
question” on the part of scholars. They argue that the questions that must concern future
Carver studies are essentially epistemological in nature: “Who was Raymond Carver and
what did he write? To what degree do the stories attributed to him represent his original
writing, his editor’s alterations for publication purposes, or Carver’s unconstrained
intentions with respect to stories published in multiple versions?” (“Prolegomena” 2-3).
In 2007, The New Yorker published what was essentially a genetic version of the story
“Beginners,” reproducing the deletions, changes and additions to be found in Lish’s

"

manuscript version of the story (“‘Beginners,’” Edited”); the form of Beginners is also
determined by the need to address these concerns. The Pale King, on the other hand, is

the first publication based on its source material, and its editor has worked entirely

within commercial editing. The book sits somewhere between the commercial and
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scholarly models elucidated above, and, as McGann notes in relation to D.G. Rosetti’s The
House of Life, “the standard version of this work is a posthumous editorial construction
made up from a decision about how to treat the heterodox amalgam of textual deposits”
(“Socialization” 68). The third chapter of this study presents a detailed analysis of the
nature of the editorial task undertaken by Pietsch in assembling this from a mass of
textual evidence, and explores some of the problems for critical interpretation created by

the nature of the edition.

1.3 “A protocol for making a text”: The Genetic View

In an overview of trends in Anglo-American critical editing methods during the late
twentieth century, Eggert highlights the importance of “the gradual loss of belief among
editors in the ideal text of a work” (Securing 200). A combination of factors including the
poststructuralist erosion of traditional notions of authorship, reader-response theory’s
empbhasis on the role of readers in constructing the meaning of a work, and the influence
of German editorial theory — which involves a far more self-consciously historical and
“archival dimension” than the Anglo-American tradition of critical editing — contributed to
a growing awareness of the difficulty of establishing a “fixed” text (185-213). The result
of this has been, in Eggert’s words, “the welcome broadening of attention to the
workings of the work” (228).

This study attempts to integrate several of the scholarly perspectives involved in
this “broadening of attention” to textual process and draws in particular on some of the
ideas and critical vocabulary of genetic criticism, a school of criticism originating in France
during the 1960s and 70s that focuses not on “finished” texts but rather on the

development of a text as it changes from one manuscript to another. Genetic
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explorations, as Michael Groden notes, do not have a uniform goal: genetic studies may
attempt “to show how the published text came into being or to demonstrate how the
earlier documents can illuminate the published text, or . . . [study] the writing process in
itself” (x). Central to the project of genetic criticism is the attempt to break away from the
assumption of the primacy of the “ideal” text. At the level of critical vocabulary, the
notion of “avant-texte” was introduced as opposed to “variant”; this category of textual
material refers to “the result of the critical analysis, reconstitution, and organization of all
the extant documents related to the writing process one intends to examine” (Crispi and
Slote 37). Louis Hay emphasises the way in which genetic criticism thrives on multiplicity
as opposed to singularity, aiming to apprehend “a plurality of virtual texts behind the
surface of the constituted text” and attempting to make visible “what Julien Gracq called
the ‘phantoms of successive books’. . . that have disappeared along the way and forever
haunt the finished compositions” (22). The possibilities implied by textual variety, in
other words, are given precedence over the search for unity: the published work, in this
approach, is “only one among its multiple possibilities” (Contat et al. 2) and the static
iteration of the “final” text is viewed as one dimension of a “text in movement” (Hay 23).
The “avant-texte” thus becomes “a sort of text laboratory” (De Biasi and Wassenaar 29),
and the rough draft becomes “a protocol for making a text” (Ferrer, n.p.): the study of
these can enable the construction of a narrative of creation and a consideration of textual
development in an otherwise inaccessible temporal context.

There are clear advantages, in the case of The Pale King and Beginners, to the use
of the ideas and vocabulary of genetic criticism. In each case, we can shift our focus from
the published text to an examination of the way in which the various surviving documents

— representing as they do distinctly different stages of writing — shed light upon the
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development of the work, not only through multiple interventions by the author, but in
its passage through more than one pair of hands. Tracing the development of the writing
through the close study of material documents also provides a theoretical opening point
to study the external forces in the processes of textual development, and to consider the
editorial interventions in each case as part of the “process of socialization of the writing”
(Hay and Wassenaar 207). It is easy to see, for example, how these ideas might be related
to Beginners, a work which could be described as an “avant-texte” in relation to WWTA.
Indeed, its very publication implies assumptions shared by genetic critics, as the existence
of the collection — a book based on a series of previously unpublished drafts, giving
readers access to two versions of the same work — challenges the idea of a definitive text.
A genetic critical edition of a work will often include a writer’s notes, drafts, and
correspondence, and in this sense the Library of America edition of Carver’s work, while
not a genetic edition as such, already incorporates genetic assumptions by reproducing
some of these documents in order to show the development of the writing process and
the cultural and material contexts surrounding it. By focusing on text in development
rather than as product we can sidestep the competing claims to authenticity of the two

Ill

books and treat them as parts of a larger process, engaging in a continual “oscillation of
perspectives” between process and artefact (Crispi and Slote 38).

The work upon which The Pale King is based, meanwhile, consists entirely as an
agglomeration of notes, sketches and drafts in various stages of completion, and the form
of the published volume is due in large part to Michael Pietsch’s editing and sequencing
work. The work Pietsch was presented with was clearly without “a final form,” being

spread across “Hard drives, file folders, three-ring binders, spiral-bound notebooks, and

floppy disks contain[ing] printed chapters, sheaves of handwritten pages, and more,” and
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was “not by any measure a finished work” (“Editor’s Note” viii—xi). This material
represents the ideal basis for a genetic study; the documents housed in the Harry
Ransom Center in Texas include Pietsch’s reading notes and index of chapters, making it
possible to reconstruct the decisions made in relation to the selection, sequencing and
presentation of the published work and thus identify the way in which it was finally
structured.” The folders also include Wallace’s notebooks, which show sketches and
marginalia offering valuable insights into the creative process, a glimpse at the early
growth of ideas — alternate plot designs and character sketches as well as literary
references and influences, for example — and hints of ways in which the novel might have
developed if it had been completed. The genetic process can, in this case, be extended
even further: French genetic criticism has begun in recent years to examine cases where
it is possible to trace “the avant-texte’s starting points in the author’s personal library”
(Crispi and Slote 39). The presence of more than three hundred annotated books in
Wallace’s archive — many of which could, as several critics have noted, be considered
“first drafts” of his fiction (Schwartzburg 248; Walls, “Mixed-Up” 50) — will inevitably

inform future criticism of his work.*

*? The disks and digital electronic files cannot be accessed at present; many of these (Wallace’s emails to
accountants and research assistants during the composition of The Pale King, for example) have been

printed and are thus accessible in paper form.

* The study of the marginalia in authors’ libraries has long informed literary interpretation and its
possibilities have, in recent years, frequently been explored by genetic critics: Van Hulle, for example,
recently observed that such markings might be read as an example of the workings of the “extended mind”
(MM 149). H.J. Jackson’s Marginalia: Readers Writing in Books (2001) traces the history of the changing
functions of annotation throughout history; examples of detailed explorations of authors’ marginalia can be
found in Van Hulle and Mark Nixon’s Samuel Beckett’s Library (2013) and in issues 2/3 of Variants (2004),
edited by Van Hulle and Wim Van Mierlo, which focused on the different ways in which “reading notes”

might be interpreted.
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Florence Callu has claimed that the twentieth century was the “golden age of the
contemporary manuscript”; Allan Friedman, in 2010, referred to “the manuscript
preservation craze” as “a twentieth-century phenomenon that shows no sign of abating
thanks largely to the continuing interest of research libraries and universities” (Van Hulle,
MM 4; Friedman 94).* This “craze” has, in conjunction with the contemporary success of
both authors, led to the cataloguing and display of their work within a relatively short
time frame. In Carver’s case, the controversy itself has arguably led to the availability of
the manuscripts: Lish’s maintenance and presentation of his archive and, perhaps, his
unwillingness (as a far less self-effacing and deliberately “invisible” character than
Perkins) to subsume his work into Carver’s led to the accessibility of the relevant
documentation. Both writers were working, for the most part, towards what might be
considered as the end of the manuscript age, prior to the twenty-first century move into
digital methods of composition and transmission.

In Wallace’s case, in fact, the large archival deposit at the Ransom Center is a
result of his belated incorporation of this shift into his own working methods and his
continued fondness for paper-based revision. Hannah Sullivan takes Wallace, towards the
close of The Work of Revision (her study of Modernist methods of composition and
editing), as an example of an author working in the digital age, suggesting that his work
exemplifies the fact that the shift to instantaneous, computer-based revision “may have
made complex, belated, laborious revision less likely” and leads to less radical kinds of
textual alteration (256). However, the evidence of the Wallace archive suggests that it

would be a mistake to regard him, as she does, as representative of his generation in his

* callu made this claim in an essay written in French in 1993; the phrase used here is Van Hulle’s

translation.
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approach to composition.*® Wallace, as Max notes, was late in adopting habits of internet
and email usage (265, 286-287) and his reluctance to embrace digital methods is clear
from his manuscripts: while it is certainly possible that he revised digitally, it is also clear
that he regularly printed out his drafts, revising them on paper and thus treating them as
a traditional typescript.

This study thus brings a genetic focus to a more recent literary field. One of the
earliest studies of the papers in Wallace’s archive links elements of The Pale King to the
author’s reading materials and annotations and alludes to genetic methods in its
justification for doing so (Staes 70-84); however, there has been little extended
consideration of the way in which the insights of genetic critics might be of use in reading
these materials. Genetic criticism, after all, has largely focused on canonical authors
whose “avant-texte” is extensive enough to allow the application of its methods:
examples include Raymond Debray Genette’s work on Flaubert, or Dirk Van Hulle’s on
Beckett and Proust. A number of studies have, in recent years, examined the manuscript
materials of canonical modernist writers in order to trace the ways in which the writing
process itself informed the work throughout its development. Much recent work in

English-language criticism has focused on Joyce, whose extensive (and often chaotic)

* Sullivan considers two versions of a Wallace work (a piece of fiction he read at a Lannan foundation
reading in 2000, and later published as the story “Backbone” in the New Yorker in 2008: this later became
§46 of The Pale King) in order to demonstrate that the changes made during revision are, for the most part,
“easie[r]” and more “expected” than the sort made by Joyce and other Modernists (260-265). However, as |
show in my discussion of the same piece during Chapter 3, the manuscript evidence shows that the story
was altered in more radical ways than this: in many drafts, it appears interweaved with two other
narratives as part of a much longer chapter. Sullivan also erroneously claims, after quoting Pietsch’s
introduction to The Pale King, that the editor had been “reading and commenting” on Wallace’s novel-in-
progress “since the beginning,” although Pietsch clearly explains that the contrary is true (WOR 262;

Pietsch, “Editor’s Note” viii).
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manuscripts and notebooks provide a rich basis for genetic explorations: Sam Slote’s
examination of the creation of Chapter Il.I of Finnegans Wake, for example, uses “avant-
textual” evidence such as notebooks and letters to trace the development of the writing
and to explore the author’s changing conceptualization of the work (181-213). Fordham,
too, is concerned with “reconstructing the events of writing” in order to examine the
compositional process as a textual influence in its own right, arguing, for example, that
Yeats’ poetic self was informed by the publication processes of his poems (13). Examining
the manuscript work of modernist writers allows Fordham to illuminate “the process
encoded in the product” in order to illustrate his thesis that “formation shapes content”
(28-31).

Hannah Sullivan argues that many of the distinctive effects of modernist style can
be traced to experimental approaches to rewriting techniques in the work of its main
practitioners, and that the “radical excision or extension” behind the published works
“actually produce some of the difficulties and stylistic patterns we recognize as
modernist” (15, italics in original). She discusses the writing processes behind works by
Woolf, Joyce, and James in order to ask how “a text’s thematic or formal concerns [are]
linked to its genesis” (5). Van Hulle’s recent work integrates concepts from the field of
cognitive science — in particular, the notion of the “extended mind” — with the study of
manuscripts in order to argue that “writers’ interaction with their manuscripts as part of
the ‘extended mind’ may inform their methods of evoking fictional minds,” and that “a
genetically informed reading may contribute to a reassessment of the so-called ‘inward
turn’ of literary modernism” (MM 13-16, 244). This blend of genetic criticism and
cognitive narratology proceeds in the belief that “the nexus between the mind and the

manuscript is a constant process of interaction that helps constitute the mind in the first
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place” and thus presents the draft page as a key element in the study of the dialectics of
creation (207). Van Hulle’s work is of great use to this study, but his theoretical approach
relies upon an assumption of a literary work primarily as the evidence of the
development of one individual mind as it moves through the process of creation: little
consideration is given to the way in which a text may be the result of competing and
sometimes antagonistic agents. In my analysis of The Pale King, | explore the work’s
compositional history in order to trace the way in which its content is deeply informed by
both its author’s and its editor’s working methods, in order to trace what Bryant refers to
as the “flow of . . . sometimes synergistic sometimes oppositional creativities” (FT 8).

Van Hulle’s emphasis on the notion of the authorial mind points to the way in
which the genetic method is, perhaps, inescapably author-centred in nature. The idea of
the work, after all, is still reliant on that of the author: a boundary has to be drawn
around the work somewhere, and the author-figure is still needed to connect the
canonical text with its ephemera, its “pre-text.” As Jarrod Dunham points out in relation
to The Pale King, “the acceptance of this work for scholarly inquiry seems to rest precisely
on the reputation of the author. It requires an understanding of Wallace’s interests and
concerns that predates and is independent of the work in question” (n.p.). De Biasi
defines genetic documentation as “the whole body of known, classified, and transcribed
manuscripts and documents connected with a text whose form has reached, in the
opinion of its author, a state of completion or near completion” (31). It is instantly
apparent how essential the author-figure is to this definition: the author provides not
only the entry point but the warrant for the entire investigation. While the terms of the
inquiry attempt to open the text to multiple readings, this is effected only by using the

author-figure to delimit the space in which this is possible. Indeed, this recourse to
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authorial documents and the attendant reconstruction of authorial intention has led
critics such as Jenny and Watts to argue that genetic criticism is in danger of surrendering
the critic’s “hermeneutical relationship” to literature (24-5) and to question, in Crispi and
Slote’s paraphrasing, whether it is in fact “a new discipline at all or merely a research
tool” (36). While genetic criticism may have derived energy from (and perhaps be
animated by similar impulses to) Barthes’ push to banish the author from critical
consideration — the drive towards fluidity and indeterminacy of meaning, the opening of
the text to a “polysemic, free, and fecund Other” (Jenny and Watts 20) — its methods
clearly place it elsewhere on the authorial spectrum. Fordham notes the attacks of those
who suggest that genetic criticism, in its focus on canonical authors, “feeds the romantic
cult of the single autonomous author” (21); Hay admits the importance of the author-
figure, stating that the methods of genetic criticism invite fresh consideration of the place
of “the writing subject in the study of the literary object” and arguing that in studying
literary production, we must be aware of the simple but problematic fact that “the writer
is present atthe very heart of this process” (24).

This observation, indeed, accords with the insights of a number of scholars who
have, in recent decades, critiqued the tendency to take the “death of the author” as an
unquestioned fait accompli. Sean Burke emphasises the “biographical imperative,”
contending that any study of a text in relation to its contexts, whether historical or
cultural, must acknowledge that “an authorial life and its work allow such a passage to be
made”: “the author,” in his words, “is that one category which clearly overlaps — one
might even say conjoins — text and context” and forms an essential part of any attempts
to “break up the ideal unity of the work” (195-200). While agreeing with Burke’s

insistence on the indispensability of the author (and the impossibility of setting aside
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authorial intention) | would insist upon the necessity of adding the category of the editor
to his formulation: the relationship between text and context is one in which the editor,
as the primary mediating force, is also clearly imbricated. My focus on the editor widens
the object of genetic study to include not only the author’s decisions, hesitations and
progressions but also those of the editor, and serves to illustrate the dynamic interplay of
the writing as it is contested and negotiated by multiple collaborating (and sometimes
competing) agents. This study assumes the truth of McGann’s contention that “literary
production is not an autonomous and self-reflexive activity; it is a social and institutional
event” (Critique, 100) and attempts to make this event visible in all of its complexity in
order to illustrate the way in which, in McCormack’s words, “the creation of a novel takes

many works of art, not just one” (54).

1.4 Introducing the Editors

The relative invisibility of the editor in literary production results in a scarcity of synoptic
material that takes their work and careers as an object of study. While details about the
lives and careers of successful authors — bibliography, biographical data — are, in general,
easy to come by, this does not tend to be the case with even the most successful editors,
whose career outlines must be pieced together from a variety of sources (Perkins is, in
this case, the exception that proves the rule). In the following sections, | provide short
outlines of this nature for the two editors at the centre of this study, in order to establish

factual clarity and provide context for the subsequent textual analysis.
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1.4.1 Gordon Lish

In September 2008, Gary Lutz, author of several collections of short fiction, delivered a
lecture entitled “The Sentence is a Lonely Place” to the students of Columbia University’s
writing program in which he outlined many of his ideas on composition. Describing his
own formative literary experiences, Lutz pointed to his crucial encounters with a number
of books (“mostly of fiction, most notably by Barry Hannah, and all of them, | later
learned, edited by Gordon Lish”) of which the distinguishing feature was the fact that
“virtually every sentence had the force and feel of a climax . . . almost every sentence was
a vivid extremity of language, an abruption, a definitive inquietude” (n.p.). He went on to
outline a number of practical techniques for producing “richly elliptical prose” at the level
of the sentence: examples include “end your sentence with the wham and bang of a
stressed syllable,” and “avail yourself of alliteration.” The debt to Gordon Lish was
proclaimed at the outset, and the talk — later published as an essay in The Believer in
2009 — can be read in part as an attempt to recuperate Lish as the godfather of what Lutz
closes by calling “some of today’s most artistically provocative fiction.” Almost all of the
writers whose sentences Lutz isolates and analyses as exemplary — Don Delillo, Sam
Lipsyte, Ben Marcus, Christine Schutt, Diane Williams — are to some degree either
associates or protégés of Lish. Lutz presents Lish’s “poetics of the sentence” as a crucial
element of innovative fiction and places the editor in an eminent position within a
lineage of writing that pays rigorous attention to the sonic and typographical possibilities
of language. “Gordon Lish’s poetics,” he proclaims, “forever changed the way | look at
sentences” (n.p.).

“The Sentence is a Lonely Place” argues for the importance of Lish’s involvement

in a substantial body of successful literary production and serves as a useful starting point
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from which to consider his editorial activities. Indeed, a brief outline of Lish’s career path
will emphasise the sheer extent of his literary connections, particularly towards the close
of the previous century. During the course of his career, most notably during the years of
his employment as fiction editor at Esquire (1969-1976), Knopf (1977-1995) and The
Quarterly (1987-1995), Lish edited and corresponded with many of America’s foremost
literary figures. Lish’s archives at the University of Indiana show correspondence with
(and often, edited manuscripts of work by) the likes of Saul Bellow, Denis Johnson, Joyce
Carol Oates, Cynthia Ozick, Harold Bloom, Denis Donoghue, Philip Roth and John Updike,
among many others. His correspondence with Don Delillo, for example, spans 11 folders
and dates from 1972 to 2012, tracing four decades of friendship that began with the
publication of Delillo’s story “In the Men’s Room of the Sixteenth Century” in Esquire in
1971 (the story would later be collected in the Lish-edited anthology The Secret Life Of
Our Times (1973)). Delillo declined to be edited further by Lish,* but struck up a lasting
friendship with the editor, however: he later dedicated The Names to Lish’s son Atticus,
whose childhood writings inspired parts of the novel (and who has recently published an
acclaimed debut novel, 2014’s PEN/Faulkner Award-winning Preparation for the Next
Life), and he subsequently dedicated Mao /I to Lish.*”” Lish made Delillo the subject of the

dedication for several of his books of fiction (Mourner at the Door, My Romance and

**In 1972, Lish attempted to excerpt a section from Delillo’s “Great Jones Street” but the author withdrew
from the arrangement, noting his discomfort in removing a section from a longer work: “for me this kind of

re-channelling would be an ecological disaster” (14 Sep 1972).

= Vanity Fair ran a profile of Lish and Delillo together in its June 1991 issue, which described their
friendship and compares their fiction; the author notes that the character of New York editor Charlie

Everson in Delillo’s Mao Il bears some similarity to Lish (Wolcott 30).
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Epigraph).® Lish’s tenure at Esquire was marked by the steady publication of unusual and
experimental fiction, and when he became an editor at Knopf his influence grew wider.
As the editor who had been responsible for bringing writers such as Raymond Carver,
Barry Hannah and Mary Robison to national attention, he was able to wield considerable
influence, such that in 1986 Sven Birkerts could describe him as being “at the epicenter of
literary publishing” (AW 252).

At Knopf, Lish was responsible for publishing much of the fiction that emerged
from the continually-growing number of graduate writing workshop classrooms in the
U.S.; some of these, indeed (as | will discuss towards the end of my chapter on Carver),
were the classrooms in which he himself was teaching. The editor, during these years,
could be said to have successfully straddled the two worlds of “MFA” and “NYC” that
have recently been proposed as the primary power centres and material support
networks of U.S. fiction by Chad Harbach (9-28). McGurl devotes a brief section of his
chapter on the Minimalist phenomenon to a consideration of Lish as a figure in whom the
Program Era’s increasing movement towards a model of systemic creativity can be
traced. He focuses on Lish’s work writing educational textbooks in the mid-60s in order to
model a parallel between the ideas of “programmed education” then coming to the fore
and the Minimalist internalisation of a dialectic of shame and pride that subjects
individual creativity to a disciplinary process resulting in the “autopoetic processing of
experience as creative writing” (PE 286—-293). McGurl does not, however, explore the

details of Lish’s editing and teaching work: this study adds empirical evidence of these

** It appears that My Romance, in fact, owes its publication partly to Delillo; according to editor Gerry

Howard, the author had approached him in 1991 to suggest he edit Lish’s novel and publish it at Norton

(n.p.).
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activities in order to contextualise Lish’s involvement in the production of Carver’s early
stories.

During the latter part of his tenure at Knopf Lish also edited The Quarterly, a
journal which served, as Carla Blumenkranz notes, as “the publishing arm of [his] fiction
program” (219-220) and the freedom he was given in assembling this allowed him to
publish a large number of new and/or relatively unknown writers over the course of its
31 issues including Lydia Davis, Amy Hempel and Ben Marcus. During these years Lish was
not only editing and teaching, but also writing his own fiction. He was awarded a
Guggenheim Fellowship for fiction in 1984, and in the same year one of his own stories (a
Salinger parody entitled “For Jeromé - with Love and Kisses”) was included in the O.
Henry Prize collection. He has continued to write and publish, and much of his short work
is assembled in the 2010 Collected Fictions. Lish’s archives have resided at the Lilly Library
since 1991, but scholarly work based on these papers has been slow to appear; indeed,
analysis of Lish’s work has thus far been confined to short investigations and brief
digressions in studies of Carver and 1970s publishing. In Chapter 2 | draw on these
studies, as well as on draft material from the Lish archive, in order to explore his editorial
role in Carver’s work as well as to consider the ways in which his ideas have influenced

the development of other writers.

1.4.2 Michael Pietsch

Pietsch’s career path has taken him from being an editor at Scribner’'s (1979-85),
Harmony (1985-91), and Little, Brown (1991-2001) to being a publisher/editor (Little,
Brown, 2001-2012), and finally to the role of chief executive of the Hachette Book Group

(2012-present) (Mahler, “Hachette Chief” n.p.). Some of the more notable successes in
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which he has been involved are The Tipping Point by Malcolm Gladwell (2000), Keith
Richards’ memoir Life (2010) and the recent Pulitzer Prize-winning The Goldfinch by
Donna Tartt (2014) (Mahler, “Hachette Chief” n.p.). In a November 2014 piece written for
Distinction (a local lifestyle magazine based in Tidewater, Virginia) Pietsch describes his
entry into the editing profession and expands upon the demands of the editor’s job:
My first job in publishing was as a dogsbody at a small firm in Boston. The job was
full days of photocopying and typing, and it came with a fringe benefit:
manuscripts to read at night, as many as | cared to carry home. | quickly learned
that editing is two jobs in one. There’s the full-time office job of supporting,
communicating, researching — all the work of getting manuscripts turned into
books. And there’s the nights-and-weekends job of reading manuscripts to find

the ones you might want to publish, and editing the ones you’ve been fortunate
enough to persuade the company to acquire. (“Norfolk Made Me” n.p.)

He goes on to recount his youthful infatuation with fiction and poetry (Eliot, Chaucer) and
his admission to Harvard in 1974, before describing his current role as CEO of Hachette:
“My job is to lead the company forward, overseeing its many divisions, finding ever-new
ways to help writers find their readers, and ensuring that we make a good profit in doing
so.” He proffers brief comments on several of his favourite editing projects including Rick
Moody’s The Ice Storm (1994), Mark Leyner’s My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist (1990)
and Alice Sebold’s The Lovely Bones (2002); he describes his work on Infinite Jest as “a
highlight of my life” and notes that “In the past year I've edited James Patterson’s new
thriller Hope To Die and The David Foster Wallace Reader.”

The obvious discrepancy here — between the production-line commercial fiction
exemplified by Patterson and the ambitious postmodern literary novel of which Infinite
Jest has come to be a prime exemplar — illustrates the variety of literary work in which
Pietsch has been involved over the course of his career. The editor has, unlike Lish,

continued to balance highbrow literary projects with more nakedly commercial
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endeavours and has (rather than imposing a Lish-style aesthetic on disparate texts)
displayed an obvious flexibility in his willingness to adapt his working methods to the
aims of the individual author. A 2010 New York Times profile of Patterson, for example,
described a production meeting in which Pietsch and the author discussed possible
marketing slogans. The profile’s author points out that the publishing house’s treatment
of its highest-selling author has evolved as a matter of commercial necessity, noting that
Patterson’s enormous commercial success since the 1990s “encouraged Little, Brown to
fully embrace mass-market fiction” and that Patterson’s single-minded, market-driven
approach to literary production has resulted in the development of an editing process
that is unusual in the book world.* Patterson, in fact, uses co-authors for almost all of his
books (he has five regular co-authors, whom he himself pays), writing detailed outlines
on the basis of which chapters are then drafted and returned for him to read; a recent
Vanity Fair profile described him as “the Henry Ford of Books” (Purdum n.p.). Pietsch
defends this process, saying: “Duke Ellington said, ‘I need an orchestra, otherwise |
wouldn’t know how my music sounds’ . . . Jim created a process and a team that can help
him hear how his music sounds” (Mahler, “James Patterson Inc.” n.p.). This type of
production-line process is of course more unusual in the production of literary fiction
and, as we shall see, differs dramatically from the one behind Wallace’s books. However,
Pietsch’s involvement in the process indicates his flexible approach to working methods
and his undogmatic approach to questions of literary aesthetics as well as his clear ability
to combine commercial imperatives and the demands of textual editing within the same

role.

** The story claimed that “since 2006, Patterson has written one out of every 17 hardcover novels bought in

the United States.”
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This ability, indeed, has come to the fore since his assumption of the role of Chief
Executive Officer of Hachette Book Group in 2012. The corporation’s website notes that
“as CEO he continues to edit, including books by James Patterson, Stacy Schiff, and Donna
Tartt’s Pulitzer Prize winning bestseller, The Goldfinch.” Indeed, Pietsch came to
international attention in 2014 for his role as Hachette’s representative in the months-
long dispute arising from negotiations with Amazon over e-book prices. In a report on the
dispute in June 2014, Mahler noted that “it is unusual for a lifelong editor to become
C.E.O. of his own publishing company,” and attributed this to Pietsch’s “reputation as
both a man of letters and a shrewd deal maker” (“Hachette Chief” n.p.). The dispute
came to an end in November of 2014, with The Financial Times, in its report, quoting
Pietsch as claiming that the new agreement “marks a return to the ‘agency model’ of
pricing,” under which publishers set prices for books and retailers take a 30 per cent
commission (Bond n.p.).” The episode, according to one critic, made Pietsch “something
of a hero to many in the literary community,” although the recent disagreements
between Amazon and Penguin Random House suggest that the dispute may be a
precursor to further industry battles (Macallen n.p.; Rankin n.p.).

Pietsch’s work with Wallace has undoubtedly helped to secure his reputation as
one of the foremost editors of ambitious fiction. This can be seen from the eagerness
with which Chad Harbach entered a working relationship with Pietsch and Little, Brown in

order to develop his novel The Art of Fielding, published in 2011; the author was willing

X According to the New York Times, “the multiyear agreement, which includes both e-books and print
books,” gives Hachette control over most of its pricing but offers “incentives to sell at lower prices”
(Streitfeld n.p.); The Financial Times reported that “Mr. Pietsch wrote to his authors that agency pricing
‘protects the value of our authors’ content, while allowing the publisher to change ebook prices

m

dynamically to maximise sales’” (Bond n.p.).
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to accept a lower advance in exchange for the opportunity to work with the editor of
Infinite Jest (Boroff n.p.; Gessen 538)". Again, a precedent for this editorial prestige can
be seen in Perkins’ career: Berg’s biography of the editor claims that after Hemingway left
his publisher Boni & Liveright in 1925, he approached the editor at Scribners directly and
ignored other publishers out of loyalty, Fitzgerald’s recommendation and “the impression
he had formed of Perkins through his letters” (Berg 87).

It should also be noted that Pietsch (as previously mentioned) has one prior
experience of posthumously editing the drafts of a successful author. His editing of a
lengthy Hemingway manuscript into The Dangerous Summer for Scribner’s in 1985 merits
a brief examination for the way in which it highlights some of the difficulties involved in
presenting Wallace’s unfinished work. Pietsch was, at this point, “not yet 30 years old,”
and was described as “a tyro editor” by Charles Scribner Jr (Gessen 458). The textual
situation surrounding the manuscript given to Pietsch was complex enough that his work
upon it was, of necessity, an act of lasting creative mediation: indeed, Miriam B. Mandel’s
study of the work, Hemingway’s The Dangerous Summer: the Complete Annotations
(2008) highlights the enduring nature of many posthumous editorial contributions with
its observation that “today, when we speak of The Dangerous Summer, we generally

mean this 1985 book, edited by Pietsch” (67). The work, a description of Hemingway’s

™ The book is one of the more celebrated case studies of recent publishing history, in fact, due to the
bidding war that preceded its publication. Harbach’s friend Keith Gessen wrote a Vanity Fair article about
the making of the book that was subsequently turned into a short e-book, Vanity Fair's How a Book is Born:
The Making of The Art of Fielding (2011), published simultaneously with the novel. Gessen details the
negotiations as follows:

Another difficult decision had to be made. The money difference was far from trivial; on the other
hand, Michael Pietsch (the publisher of Little, Brown) said that he himself would edit the book.
This clinched it. Chad and Chris (Parris-Lamb, his agent) would leave $85,000 on the table for the
opportunity to work with the editor of David Foster Wallace. That editor had also, of course, put
up $665,000. It was the biggest fiction auction in recent memory; it was especially eloquent after
the darkness of 2009, when publishers had had to lay off staff (450).
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travels in Spain intended as an assignment for Life magazine, had grown far beyond the
length requested for the story and, while excerpted and published over three issues, was
never published in book form during the author’s lifetime. The text that Hemingway left
behind was, in the words of William Kennedy’s review, “a manuscript with elephantiasis”
(n.p.); Mandel writes that the text as published by Scribner’s is “a very complicated
hybrid,” since “its words were written by Hemingway, but its content and shape were
largely determined by other hands” (68). Pietsch was given the manuscript by Charles A.
Scribner Jr and subsequently edited the manuscript into a novella-length publication,
removing many of the more detailed descriptions of bullfighting (W. Kennedy n.p.).
Mandel ventures some criticism on the result, noting that “Scribner’s was not necessarily
bound to the Life publication, and it is difficult to understand why they omitted so much
material from the 1985 book version; she also argues that “the structure of the book” is
“affected by editorial intervention” (75). The publisher’s note to The Dangerous Summer
admits that “around 20,000 words have been cut, and it may come as a disappointment
to Hemingway admirers that these cuts have been made,” but expresses the hope that
“respect has been paid to his intentions”: it does not, however, indicate where these cuts
and changes have been made, and is thus, like The Pale King, a reader’s edition rather
than a scholarly one (Hemingway, Dangerous Summer ix—x). Pietsch, according to Charles
A. Scribner Jr, did “a wonderful job”: Kennedy, reviewing the book in 1985, concurred
with this, but alluded to the attribution issues involved, musing: “whose wonderfulness is
it?” (W. Kennedy n.p.). The complex assembly of The Pale King, as we shall see, raises

similar questions.
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CHAPTER 2

“It is His World and No Other”: Editing Carver

2.1 Introduction: “We’re not going to become Gordon Lish
and Raymond Carver here.”

In 2012, the New York Times published a humour piece by Colson Whitehead entitled
“How to Write.” The list of rules included one that advised aspiring writers to “be
concise” and referred to “the famous author-editor interaction between Gordon Lish and
Ray Carver.” Whitehead describes how, “with a few deft strokes,” Lish pared down the
ending of a (fictitious) story about a shark attack “to create the now legendary ending:
‘Help — land shark!’,” commenting dryly that this “wasn’t what Carver intended, but few
could argue that it was not shorter” (n.p.).*” Another short sketch published in
McSweeney’s later the same year imagined Raymond Carver’s dating profile as edited by

Lish, with predictably terse results (Chen).” And in a recent interview, writer Vivian

“ The supposed “original ending” parodies the way in which many of Carver’s endings contain a note of
sentiment: “In the original last lines of the story, Nat, the salty old part-time insurance agent, reassures his
young charge as they cling to the beer cooler: ‘We’ll get help when we hit land. I’'m sure of it. No more big

waves, no more sharks. We'll be safe once again. We'll be home.””

“ The profile mimicked the formatting of The New Yorker’s presentation of the unedited “Beginners” in
20009:
Hate-to-kick-a-dead-herse-herebut I'm really good at writing. . . My-first-collection-efshertstories

ALL las
G G o = * d O a—o

Camus—se—+mnotsaying I'm really good
et feckinisway,

a O o A

at Writing-fest-noting-seme-—oxamples—ot-pow-sthers
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Gornick reminisced to Jonathan Lethem about the process of working with Paris Review
editor Lorin Stein, recalling Stein’s extensive rearrangement of the material and her own
frustration with the process: “at one point | said to him, We’re not going to become
Gordon Lish and Raymond Carver here.” (n.p., italics in original).

These examples suggest that Gordon Lish’s editing of Raymond Carver has, in the
past decade or so, gone from being an obscure literary fact to a readily available
archetype of editorial interference. Among admirers of both men’s work, this has been a
cause of frustration. Douglas Glover, who has argued for the value of Lish’s own fiction on
several occasions, refers disparagingly to “the Lish-Carver debate circus” and its tendency
to preclude any broader assessment of Lish’s work (Lucarelli n.p.). For the most part,
however, Lish’s own advocates have accepted his by-now-inextricable link to Carver’s
stories. The publicity material for his 2010 Collected Fictions begins by noting that Lish
“shaped the work of many of the country’s foremost writers” (it mentions Carver by
name) and the book’s blurb from his friend Don Delillo leads with an admission of the
author’s infamy: “Gordon Lish, famous for all the wrong reasons, has written some of the
most fascinating American fiction of the last ten years.” For the publication of Lish’s
collection Goings (2014) his publisher OR Books created a Lish “twitterbot,” a
(supposedly) algorithm-driven Twitter account dispensing merciless 140-character
snippets of editorial advice: while it did not mention Carver by name, the marketing
strategy clearly played (as Electric Literature noted) upon Lish’s reputation for ruthless

editing (Sharrow-Reabe n.p.).* In the wider literary imagination, then, it is understood

* The twitter account, which appears only to have been active during January and February of 2014, goes
by the name “gordonlishbot.” Writers were invited to tweet at the account with their own sentences (using

the hashtag #attacksentence); these would invariably meet with a withering assessment.
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that the work produced by Carver and Lish’s interaction is too significant to be dismissed:
Lish represents, at the very least, a significant footnote to any assessment of Carver’s
career, while Carver threatens to dominate any conversation on Lish’s achievements.

The work itself, though, is arguably obscured in this “circus.” While Carver’s
Beginners (the unedited version of the 1981 collection What We Talk About When We
Talk About Love) occasioned a large amount of journalistic interest upon its publication in
2009 and allowed readers to examine the difference between its stories and those in
WWTA for themselves, there has been relatively little academic study of the difference
between the texts. In 2006, the editors of Beginners (and long-time Carver scholars) Stull
and Carroll declared that the discovery of the extent of Lish’s editing meant that the
questions that must concern future Carver studies are epistemological in nature:

Who was Raymond Carver and what did he write? To what degree do the stories

attributed to him represent his original writing, his editor’s alterations for

publication purposes, or Carver’s unconstrained intentions with respect to stories
published in multiple versions? (“Prolegomena” 2-3)

The answers to these questions clearly involve a significant amount of genetic critical
work: such answers have, though, been slow in coming. The extent to which terms like
“minimalism” and “Dirty Realism” are intertwined with Carver’s early work; the extent to
which Lish’s editing of Carver’s early stories represented a departure from the author’s
own aesthetic; the way in which this editing reveals Lish’s own aims and editing
techniques and suggests a much wider pattern of literary influence traceable through
him: all of these are rich subjects of study, and all remain under-explored. This may be
partly due to reasons of literary fashion — Minimalism has receded as a term of
widespread critical currency, and critics no longer rush to define and measure it as they

did throughout the final decades of the previous century. Limitations on textual
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availability may also play a part in this absence: the stories in Carver’s first collection Will
You Please Be Quiet, Please? (1976, hereafter referred to as WYPBQP) have not yet been
published in unedited form, due perhaps to the greater complexity of their textual states
and the less controversial circumstances of their publication. Any attempt at tracing the
development of Lish’s interactions with Carver is thus incomplete without considering the
manuscript versions of these stories as well as the correspondence between the pair. This
chapter uses a genetic perspective to address these critical deficits in the light of the
ongoing difficulties (identified by Stone and Thompson) of considering questions of co-

authorship and literary collaboration within existing literary-critical frameworks (11-12).

2.1.1 The Carver Controversy: the Scholarly History

In the decade following Carver’s death in 1988, his editing relationship with Lish was
neither widely understood nor meaningfully debated. While Carver mentioned Lish by
name in several interviews during the 1980s, the editor’s contribution to his writing had
not generally been deemed to be of enough importance to demand specific critical focus.
The first mention of the details of their working relationship appears to have come in
Carol Polsgrove’s industry-memoir /t Wasn’t Pretty, Folks, but Didn’t We Have Fun?
Esquire in the Sixties (1995). Polsgrove examined the manuscripts of Carver’s work among
the papers that Lish had donated to the Lilly Library at the University of Indiana (where
she was at that time teaching journalism) and noted not only the fact that Lish was “an
aggressive editor” but that he had cut Carver’s story “Neighbors” heavily, influencing its
“dry, minimalist feel” (241). These observations constituted a brief digression within her
book, though, and were not widely reported. A student at Indiana University, Laura

Heather Heath, drew on the same archival evidence during the following years to write
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an MA thesis entitled “Carving Raymond Carver: How an Esquire Editor Influenced the
Minimalist Movement,” in 1998. Maryann Burk Carver’s memoir of her marriage, What It
Used To Be Like (2006), also mentions Lish’s contributions, albeit without adding much
detail. The public controversy would only begin with the publication of D.T. Max’'s New
York Times article “The Carver Chronicles” in August 1998. Following up on rumours
circulating persistently in literary circles, Max examined the same manuscripts, and his
verdict on the extent of Lish’s editing was unambiguous as he concluded “for better or
worse, Lish was in there.” He suggested that while many of Lish’s changes were “for the
better” others seemed “bullying and competitive”; he interviewed Lish, who spoke of his
sense of Carver’s “betrayal”; he argued that Lish “changed some of the stories so much
that they were more his than Carver's,” and suggested that the author’s relationship with
Lish could be seen as an apprenticeship that the author ultimately transcended (n.p.). In a
New York Review of Books essay published a year later entitled “Looking for Raymond
Carver,” A.O. Scott took up the discussion, suggesting that the editor’s “violations” had
done “lasting damage” to the author’s reputation; Lish’s edits, he said, tending as they
did to put a greater distance between the reader and the characters, were “entirely alien
to Carver’s sensibility” and showed a failure to recognise “the ethical commitments that
are the deepest source of his [Carver’s] work” (“Looking for Raymond Carver” n.p.).
Scholars began cautiously to integrate these findings into Carver criticism. In his
2002 article “Reconsidering Raymond Carver’s ‘Development’: The Revisions of ‘So Much
Water so Close to Home’,” Leypoldt rejected Scott’s division of Carver’s literary persona
into “authors strikingly different in voice, manner, and attitude” and argued against what

“"

he described as the presentation of an author who “was coerced into the minimalist

fallacy by his unsympathetic editor” (Scott, “Looking for Raymond Carver” n.p.; Leypoldt,
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“Reconsidering” 318). He suggested that the differences between that story’s published
versions are ones of degree rather than kind, arguing against a simplistic division
between the “poetics of minimalism” and a “more realist sensibility” and suggesting that
“The Bath”/”A Small, Good Thing” is the only case in which such a division is possible.*
Leypoldt’s case is surely undermined, though, by his dismissal of the extent of Lish’s
influence. He stated:

| see but little use in the attempt to separate Carver from the type of influences to

which authors tend to be exposed. At any rate, the quest for the ‘real’ Carver

behind Lish’s dominance resonates with an undertheorized, romantic notion of

authorship that does not contribute much to our understanding of Carver’s
versatile fiction. (318 n2)

Leypoldt’s note of caution against romantic notions of individual authorship is valid.
However, the subsequent revelations about Carver’s reluctance to publish some of the
Lish-edited stories, as well as the formidable evidence of textual difference between
Beginners and WWTA, show that the “versatility” he mentions is highly problematic and
that the editor’s role cannot be so easily minimised.*

Two other monographs on Carver’s work, Arthur F. Bethea’s Technique and
Sensibility in the Fiction and Poetry of Raymond Carver (2001) and G.P. Lainsbury’s The
Carver Chronotope (2004), appeared during the following years. Both mentioned the
editing controversy, but in each case Lish’s editing of Carver was a tangent to the main
discussion of the author’s work. Both critics largely avoided extensive engagement with

editing issues while acknowledging the importance of these issues to Carver’s writing.

“* Leypoldt compares the version of the story that appeared in WWTA (and was cut by Lish by 70%) to the
longer version that later appeared in Fires (1983) and was collected in Where I’m Calling From (1988). The
story had also appeared in two magazine printings during the 1970s and been collected in Furious Seasons

in 1977; its full publication history is detailed by Stull and Carroll (CS 1001).

It also ignores, as we shall see, the similarities in the works of so many of the authors who were

“exposed” to Lish’s influence.
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Bethea wrote that “Lish was undeniably indispensable in creating what is unique about
[WWTA]” but proceeded in the main to “disregard Lish’s connection to the omissions”
that his editing created (Technique and Sensibility 87-88). Lainsbury discussed the
controversy only in passing but asserted that “it is now the established opinion that Lish’s
editorial tampering with Carver’s work constitutes an integral part of Carver’s writerly
narrative of recovery and self-assertion rather than some sort of critical indictment”
(146).

More extensive comparative work began to appear as the decade progressed. In
the first issue of the Raymond Carver Review (Winter 2007) Enrico Monti gave a useful
overview of the controversy as well as analysing (again, with reference to the Lilly
manuscripts) some of the specific techniques — such as textual cutting, syntactical
changes, lexical changes, and alteration of endings — displayed in Lish’s editing. Michael
Hemmingson also examined the Lish/Carver manuscripts as well as expanding his analysis
to focus on the comparable work the editor did on Barry Hannah’s fiction in the late
1970s.” He argued that while Lish “went beyond the normal scope of the editor’s job,”
his interventions were crucial in securing the work of both writers in “the canon of
American literature.” Lish, he suggested, was not just an editor but “a silent cowriter”
and “perhaps the ‘man behind the curtain’ of later twentieth-century American
minimalism” (“Saying More” 483-495).

The discussion widened — and took a crucial step forwards — in late 2007. In

October, a report in the New York Times revealed Tess Gallagher’s attempts to publish

7 Hemmingson’s essay was not published until 2011 but, as he explains, the piece is based on a study of
the manuscripts in March 2008, before the publication of Beginners; hence, my chronological placement of

it in this discussion.
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the manuscript version of WWTA in the face of resistance from Knopf. In December, The
New Yorker published a transcript of the manuscript version of the volume’s title story
(originally titled “Beginners”) allowing readers to see the specific changes that Lish had
made as well as excerpts from the correspondence between author and editor that
showed the extent of Carver’s dissatisfaction and reluctance to publish. Readers were
finally provided, here, with empirical evidence for Lish’s influence on Carver’s early
fiction. This process culminated in 2009, when Beginners was finally published as part of
the Library of America edition of Carver’s Collected Stories in the U.S. and as a standalone
volume by Jonathan Cape in the UK.* Beginners, as is clear from even a cursory reading,
differs frequently and at times dramatically from WWTA: in quantitative terms, to begin
with, its length is roughly double. Both the Collected Stories and the Jonathan Cape
version of “Beginners” contain paratextual information on the details of the changes
made to the manuscripts. In a “Notes” section at the rear of the book, Stull and Carroll
detail the volume of cuts in percentage terms for each story, and the figures alone give an
insight into their drastic nature; eight of the seventeen stories were cut by fifty percent
or more, fifteen were cut by twenty-five percent or more, and two stories — “Where is
Everyone?” and “A Small, Good Thing” — were cut by seventy-eight percent (CS 998-

1004).

“*® In September 2015, Vintage Books publishes the first standalone U.S. print edition of Beginners along
with a digital edition of the collection. This had not appeared previously, partly due to its involvement in
ongoing negotiations over the digital rights to Carver’s work; after a recent agreement between Gallagher
and the publishers, the bulk of the author’s backlist was published digitally for the first time in May 2015
(Alter n.p.). The publication of the 2015 edition of Beginners comes too late for me to discuss the additional
elements — the textual presentation and accompanying paratextual material, for example — that might be

relevant to this study.
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Stull and Carroll’s notes also contain indispensable bibliographical information on
the complicated textual history of the stories, many of which appeared multiple times —
with minor textual variations and sometimes with different titles — in various magazines
and literary journals both before and after the publication of WWTA. The additional
information in the Collected Stories is considerably greater than in the UK version, with a
detailed chronology of Carver’s career as well as a “Note on the Texts” incorporating
what is essentially an explanatory essay on Lish’s involvement with Carver’s work as well
as a reproduction of a lengthy 1980 letter from Carver objecting to the editor’s changes
to the manuscript of WWTA. Stull and Carroll’s work is an essential scholarly resource: it
is worth noting, though, that their analysis of Lish’s editing work goes into relatively little
detail when it comes both to the changes made to the stories in WYPBQP and the
intermediate stage of editing in the case of WWTA — that is, Lish’s first edit of the
manuscript, which Carver was apparently more willing to accept and to which he
responded with specific objections. This chapter, as well as containing a comparative
analysis of Beginners and WWTA, will refer to the Lilly manuscripts in an attempt to fill
the aforementioned gaps.

2009 also saw the publication of the first comprehensive biography of Carver,
Carol Sklenicka’s Raymond Carver: A Writer’s Life. While Sklenicka’s book contains
notable omissions (Gallagher refused to be interviewed for the book, as did Carver’s
friend Richard Ford, who nevertheless allowed excerpts from his letters to be used), it is a

work of extensive scholarship (running to almost 500 pages and drawing on a decade of

“* Other less orthodox biographical projects published before this include Sam Halpert's Raymond Carver:
An Oral Biography (1995), Stull & Carroll’'s Remembering Ray: A Composite Biography of Raymond Carver
(1993, Eds), and Maryann Burk Carver's What It Used to Be Like: A Portrait of My Marriage to Raymond
Carver (2006).
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research) containing numerous references to the author’s editing processes. The book
contains quotes from interviews Sklenicka conducted with Lish (revealing the editor’s
continuing frustration with the lack of acknowledgement for what he deemed to have
been a series of creative acts) and describes his contributions to Carver’s work, often in
detail. It discusses Lish’s early friendship with Carver as well as the way in which their
working relationship developed, and goes on to examine the circumstances surrounding
the editing disagreements and subsequent falling-out that occurred during and after the
publication process of WWTA.

The appearance of Beginners and Sklenicka’s biography almost simultaneously
(Carver’s Collected Stories was published in August 2009 while his biography and the UK
edition of Beginners appeared in November of the same year) occasioned a great deal of
coverage and comment from magazines, newspapers and bloggers. Critics frequently
took the opportunity to engage in a retrospective overview of Carver’s life and career and
were often divided on the ethics and value of Lish’s edits; while some, like Stephen King,
were scathing of his influence on Carver’s work (he notes that “Lish’s changes were wide
and deep” and refers to the editor’s “baleful” influence on WWTA (n.p.)), others (for
example, Giles Harvey and Tim Martin in the New York Review of Books and the Daily
Telegraph respectively) argued that his interventions had improved the stories. Critics
were led inevitably to ask which of the textual versions (to borrow terms used by Eggert
in his discussion of Theodore Dresier’s Sister Carrie) “had the higher authority,” the
“authorized” text represented by Beginners or the “socialised” one incarnated in WWTA
(Securing 192). These responses are far too numerous to list individually here. | will

instead refer to many of these throughout my comparative discussion of the stories in
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order to illuminate the close textual analysis and explore the ways in which Beginners has

demanded a widespread rethinking of our understanding of Carver’s work.

2.1.2 “Spare, austere, stately”: the Beginnings of Carver and Lish’s Collaboration

Carver and Lish’s first meeting took place in the summer of 1968, shortly after the
author’s thirtieth birthday. He was introduced to Lish, who was four years older, by their
mutual friend Curt Johnson who, as editor of December magazine, had just published
Carver’s “Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?” (Sklenicka 147). The two men struck up an
instant rapport, and according to Maryann Carver’s recollection, the question of editing
was immediately raised:
Lish told Ray he had read “Will You Please Be Quite, Please?” He “raved about the
story. He was high on it,” Maryann recounted. Then Lish told the others that if he
had been editing the story, Ralph Wyman wouldn’t have stayed with his wife. If
he’d written it, Lish told them, the story would have had a different ending. “And |

just looked him right in the eye,” Maryann said, “and answered, ‘Well, that’s just
the point, Gordon. It isn’t your story. You didn’t write it.”” (Burk Carver 214)

This is a memory recalled at some distance, of course, and one that could be coloured by
what came afterwards (as we shall see, Lish would later rewrite the ending of this very
story). It is believable, though, when one takes into account Lish’s well-known confidence
and brashness of manner (he was by that stage already an experienced editor, having
edited the journal Genesis West throughout the 1960s) and it chimes with the urgent
spirit of literary exchange visible in the men’s correspondence during the subsequent
years. The friendship between the two did not develop until the following year, after the
Carver family’s ill-fated trip to Israel had led to a period of restless travel. When Carver
returned to his job at Science Research Associates in Palo Alto, though (where he had
rented a room in order to write in isolation from his family on weeknights), the pair

began to meet regularly and exchange ideas and plans; one of these was to be a co-

87



published magazine called Journal of American Fiction (Sklenicka 147-178). They were
united in their admiration for Leonard Gardner’s boxing novel Fat City, and when Carver
needed a photograph for a 1969 story anthology, Lish lent the writer a work-shirt like the
one in Gardner’s author photo and used his Polaroid to shoot him (the image is
reproduced by Sklenicka). When the anthology was published, Carver would refer in a
letter to Lish to the photograph in which “you immortalized me in your ole denim work
shirt” (Sklenicka 175; Carver, 23 Feb 1970). The photograph serves as compelling
evidence that Lish was, from the early days of their friendship, working as a kind of co-
creator of Carver’s literary image, in a very literal sense; the author not only poses for the

editor here in a carefully staged photo, but also wears his editor’s clothes.

Figure 1: Photo of Raymond Carver taken by Gordon Lish, 1969
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Indeed, a letter from the following year perhaps suggests Lish’s developing conception of
how the author could be presented to the world. In July 1971, Lish wrote an extravagant
letter of recommendation to James Hall, the Provost at the University of California, Santa
Cruz, where Carver was evidently applying for a position teaching poetry. Lish wrote that
“the bulk of Ray’s poems and stories are spare, austere, stately” and went on to say:
But my guess is that Ray is by disposition a poet first and finally. He values the
well-made thing, the ellipsis, and a shape of decisive beginning and end. He is
indeed a carver, onomatologic notion intended. | therefore suppose Ray’s more
ambitious achievement will be in poetry—and since his concern for his art is so

intense, there’s every reason to suppose he’ll make a most able and inspiring
teacher for those who are similarly committed. (08 July 1971)

Lish’s valorisation of Carver’s poetry seems almost disingenuous here, and is perhaps
little more than a favour for a friend: the two rarely appear to have discussed poetry in
their correspondence, and Lish seems to have had very little input into the author’s
poetic output. However, the letter provides an early example of the way in which Lish
framed his advocacy of Carver, and the similarities between the language used here —
“spare,” “austere,” “ellipsis” — and the terms that would later become critical
commonplaces in relation to Carver’s work are noteworthy. The letter gives a hint of the
way in which Carver’s image would develop in subsequent years, and also shows how his
name itself contributed conveniently to this image as a ruthless “carver” of prose: we can
surmise that when Wallace punned on Carver’s name in the draft of his debut novel (as
mentioned in my Prologue), he was playing on the same “onomatologic notion.”

Lish soon left California in frustration at his textbook-editing job, and within
months was installed as fiction editor at Esquire (Sklenicka 175-177). Carver responded
to this by writing that he was “floored, overwhelmed by the news” and, apparently

responding to Lish’s request, added that he did have “a few stories on hand, and I'm
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sending them along within the next day or two” (12 Nov 1969). Correspondence from the
following month shows that he was already accepting Lish’s advice on his fiction as well
as reassuring his friend that such advice was welcome: “Is all right, don’t worry. No
question but that | will incorporate some of yr suggested changes. Everything considered,
it’s a better story now than when | first mailed it your way — which is the most important
thing, I'm sure” (04 Dec 1969). It is not clear what story is referred to here, but another
letter from the same month thanks Lish for his “intelligent observations” on “Friendship,”
which has now become “a much better story” after revision (n.d. Dec 1969). This story
would later be published in WWTA (following further edits by Lish) as “Tell the Women
We're Going.” It is clear, then, that the editing relationship between the pair had deep
roots: Lish was, in December 1969, already helping to shape a story that would not
appear in book form for another twelve years. This suggests that any account of Lish’s
influence on the stories in WWTA needs to look beyond the edits he made in 1980 and
acknowledge a longer and more complicated sequence of genetic development. It also
highlights the need to go beyond the study of that particular volume and recognise Lish’s
editing of Carver as a long-term project.

Lish’s contributions to Carver’s early stories, after all, suggest the development of
both of their respective aesthetics during what were important years for both men.
During these years Carver began to publish his stories regularly while Lish moved with
rapid success into the world of literary publishing and, as | will make clear, these two
processes were at times closely related. These contributions have been noted by some
critics, but remain relatively unexplored. No individual study has been devoted to them,
and analysis of the changes in the early stories tends to be found only in digressions

within longer studies (by Sklenicka, Max, and Polsgrove, for example). As well as
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providing useful background to the later controversy, a study of the way in which Carver
accepted Lish’s changes to his early stories allows us to view some of the continuities in
these contributions and also suggests that these were part of a larger project of literary
activity and influence in which Lish was engaged throughout these years.

These contributions are ostensibly less problematic for questions of authorship
than those Lish made to WWTA, as Carver did not object to them: on the contrary, he
welcomed them, often with extreme gratitude. During the years between their early
correspondence in 1969 and the publication of WYPBQP in March 1976 Lish not only gave
advice on individual stories but began to act as a sort of unofficial agent for Carver. He
submitted the writer’s stories not only to his bosses but also to others within the
publishing world, such as editorial staff at the magazines whose offices were located in
the same building as his own.* Throughout this time, Carver would regularly submit
stories to Lish, and these would be returned with the editor’s textual deletions, additions
and rearrangements. Carver would often incorporate these changes into the next draft of
the story. Only in some of these cases was Lish acting in an official capacity as editor: in
practice, though, he often fulfilled many of the same functions of the role, as the men’s

correspondence would subject the story to the processes of revision and rewriting.

*° In one letter, Carver wrote “am sending FAT and hope someone likes it at Cosmo or Mademoiselle, if you
still feel like showing it to the eds at those places”; Burk Carver recalls that Lish helped to place stories in

Harper’s and Playgirl (Carver n.d. 1970; Burk Carver 240-241).
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2.2 “The Dark of the American Heart”: Editing

Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?

2.2.1 “My only fear is that it is too thin”: the Development of “Neighbors”

In August 1970, Carver sent Lish a copy of a piece that would later become the first story
in WYPBQP:
Am sending back a copy of “Are You A Doctor?”—tho you may be weary of it by
now, and also a copy of a story called “The Neighbors”—maybe a weak title,

maybe a weak story. Let me know if you still see possibilities in the one and/or
possibilities in the other. (20 Aug 1970)

Lish subsequently edited the latter story twice. Drafts in the Lilly Library show two
versions of the story addressed to Carver’s different addresses in California; both contain
changes that altered the story’s tone and implications, and some of these changes
represent clear indications of Lish’s own ideas on fiction as well as foreshadowing ones
he would later impose in a more coercive manner on the stories in WWTA.

The first version of the story is 12 pages long and the second (not counting Lish’s
second round of edits) is 8. To begin with, then, we can see that the story’s progression
was, quantitatively speaking, towards reduction. Lengthy passages of dialogue and
exposition are deleted, particularly in Lish’s first revision. Many of the changes serve to
highlight the sense of ambiguity and menace in the narrative, and illustrate the value Lish
places on mystery; indeed, Tetman Callis quotes Lish as saying, on separate occasions,
“always strive for the uncanny” and “the reader loves the enigmatic, because the

enigmatic becomes numinous” (27 Nov 1990).> Lish’s edits to the opening paragraph of

L5 . . s ¢ =
Callis reproduces notes from several months of “Lish’s private masters’ classes” in New York. In his

introduction, he states that “quotes enclosed in double quotation marks are verbatim quotes of Lish,” while
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the story demonstrate this, as his first round of changes removed the narrator’s
explanation of the emotional difficulties that drive the character’s actions throughout the
narrative:
Bill and Arlene Miller were no more nor less than any of their acguainrtances
friends. But now and then they felt that they—and they alone among their circle

had been passed by somehow, leaving Bill to attend to his bookkeeping duties at
Syburg Motors and Arlene occupied with secretarial chores for a filegible} realty

office. They talked about it sometimes—Fhey-felt-there-was-this-veid-in-theitives;

and-they-didhtknow-how-te-filHt—, mostly in connection with the
When-they-compared-theirtvesto-these-lives of their neighbours, Harriet

and Jim Stone. ~they-experenced-vague-andalmost resentfulfeclingsof envythat

they-wisehrneverdiseussed—Forit It seemed to them the Millers that the Stones
lived a wmaueh fuller and brighter life, one wery different from their own.

(“Neighbors” V1)

Carver’s first draft thus states the central problem of the story explicitly within the
opening paragraphs: the “void” within the couple’s life together and the consequent
unspoken feelings driving their dissatisfaction. Lish’s changes make this implicit, and his
second revision introduces a clear note of dramatic irony into its opening line: “Bill and
Arlene Miller were ne-mere-rortess-than-any-oftheirfriends-a happy couple” (V2).

Lish also eliminated details of the world being depicted and removed information
tying the narrative to a particular time and place. In his second edit of the opening
paragraphs, for example, he removed the details of the couple’s respective workplaces; in
his first round of edits, he suggested that rather than listening to “clamorous Jefferson
Airplane records” they simply listen to “records”; and in his first edit, he removed a line
explaining that the “pictures” that Arlene finds in the apartment are “of Harriet, and

they’re wild. Jim must’ve taken them with his Polaroid” (V1). In a passage following Bill as

other notes are “expanded upon with memory and interpretation in the months that followed.” In my own
use of this material, | will clarify in each instance whether the quote is Lish’s own or is paraphrased by

Callis.
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he snoops around his neighbours’ apartment, Lish (in the first edit) deleted several details

as follows:

[He] found a half empty package of ﬁd»ter—t—u-p—ugarettes which-he-and stuffed them

seme—har—pms—ﬂ;e—pms—wen&—mte—tns—pants—peeket— Then he stepped to the
closet, ignoring for the moment the hanrdseme—PRhilippine—mahoegany chest of
drawers. (V1)

The narrative method is clearly altered here, and the removal of a literary reference is, as
we shall see, a move that Lish would later repeat.” Indeed, Lish makes the world of the
story more hermetic in general. As with other stories, he removes references to the
outside world and — importantly — filters out the characters’ attempts to place

themselves within that world:

He tried hard to concentrate on the news—efthe-werldand-his—community. He
read the paper throughfrom—first-totastpage—skippingonlythe classifieds—but
none-of-itreally-interested-orconcerned-him and turned on the television. Finally
he went across the hall te—knreck~vigeroushy-on-the-door. The door was locked.
(V1).
The deletion of the phrase “his community” here demonstrates the way in which Lish
highlights the characters’ isolation and anticipates his later edits to “Community Center”
in WWTA. Verbal communication between characters is frequently minimized and/or
altered in Lish’s editing of Carver, and “Neighbors” also illustrates this. In Carver’s

original, the couple’s erotic life is introduced by the characters’ own words:

“Bill! God, you scared me. What're you doing home so early?”
He shrugged. “Nothing to do at work,” he said. Ardtkept-thinkingabouttast
. I:‘- II E IEEE o I:E - E” IE .II

*2 He would tell Callis’ class in 1990 to “write in a self-reflexive, self-referential way. This extends from
constantly turning your piece back on itself to never referring to other writers or their work” (18 October

1990 — paraphrase by Callis).
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Nou'rejustsaying that/ sheanswered but-hereyesbrightened: She let him use
her key to open the door. (V1)

Bill verbalises his desire here, and Arlene clearly reciprocates it. By contrast, the edited
version makes the couple’s sex life less affectionate and plays up the sense of tension and
anxiety in their relationship — in Lish’s second edit, the phrase “He grabbed for her
playfully” is changed into “He grabbed for her awkwardly” and a line where Arlene
addresses Bill as “honey” is removed. Elsewhere in lines deleted by Lish during his first
edit, the couple verbalise their anxieties — Arlene tells Bill “I’'ve been worried” —and bond
over the experience in a much more affectionate and intimate way than in the later
version. Bill admits to having gone into the apartment on his own and to locking the cat in
the bathroom, to which his partner replies:

“Is that why she was in there? So you could look around in peace?” She began

shaking her head back and forth, eyes widening as she started to laugh. “Well, |

think I’'m beginning to see the light. Okay, so you’ll go back over with me then?

It’d be kind of fun in that case. But do you really think we should? | mean, you
know.” (V1)

The tone of the dialogue is thus shifted by selective omission, and details such as Bill’s
drinking problem are not specified. The final paragraphs of the story are also tightened
and altered considerably in this manner, as the explanation for the couple’s being locked
out of the apartment is condensed and communicated tersely, while the penultimate
lines in which Bill reassures them both — “No sweat, he said . . . ‘Don’t worry,” squeezing
her and patting her hip at the same time. It was early yet, he could always raise the
manager” — are deleted, adding to the tension and sense of dread that are so notable in
the final edited version’s ending (V1).

The story is a crucial one in Carver’s career, since he himself appears to have
regarded it as a landmark moment: in a 1977 letter written as he was getting sober,

Carver reminisced to Lish about the time the editor informed him of its impending
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publication in Esquire (it would appear in June 1971) and wrote that “my life has never
been the same since” (27 Sep 1977). At the time, he pronounced himself “overwhelmed”
at the news (12 Nov 1969). As the opening story in his first major-press collection, it
would also set the tone for the collection and serve as the wider literary world’s first
encounter with his work. Indeed, it was singled out for comment in 1978 by Ann Beattie,
who wrote that the story’s ending “seems almost mythic . . . too perfect to paraphrase . .
. It is as clear and stark as a light shone in your eyes, and it causes something beyond
sadness” (179). Carver’s correspondence, however, reveals an early ambivalence about
the story’s stylistic evolution — “sending along the redone ‘Neighbors’ tho it looks & feels
a little thin now, but see what you think” (n.d. 1970) — that identifies the fault lines upon
which his relationship with Lish would later fracture.

“Neighbors” was included in a 1973 anthology entitled Cutting Edges: Young
American Fiction for the ‘70s (Ed. Jack Hicks). In their “Notes” section of the Collected
Stories, Stull and Carroll include a short essay by Carver from the anthology in which he
describes the genesis of the story in ambiguous terms. Claiming that the story “came
together very quickly,” he notes that:

The real work on the story, and perhaps the art of the story, came later. Originally

the manuscript was about twice as long, but | kept paring it on subsequent

revisions, and then pared it down some more, until it achieved its present length
and dimensions.

He then goes on to note the story’s “essential mystery and strangeness” and to worry
publicly about its stylistic achievement: while the story is “more or less, an artistic
success” he writes that “my only fear is that it is too thin, too elliptical and subtle, too
inhuman” (CS 1013-1014). Here we see an early example of a pattern that would occur

on a much more extensive scale several years later: Carver publishes a story that has
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been heavily edited by Lish and takes credit for the story’s stylistic economy (“the real
work”) while simultaneously questioning, in print, the virtue of such economy. The author
engages in an oblique paratextual meditation on the minimalistic methods with which he
is beginning to be identified, a continuation (and a more eloquent elaboration) of
reservations already expressed to Lish in private. He does so in a form that, with the
benefit of hindsight, is difficult not to read as a veiled challenge to the editor whose work

he both questions and fails to publicly acknowledge.

2.2.2 “The instant you offer an explanation is the instant you have

sentimentality”: Lish’s changes to Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?

In November 1974, Carver learned that McGraw-Hill was willing to bring out a collection,
and wrote an effusive letter to Lish:
Well, listen, can’t exactly tell you how pleased and so on about the prospects of
having a collection out under your aegis . . . I'll tell you this, you’ve not backed a
bad horse . . . About the editing necessary in some of the stories. Tell me which

ones and I'll go after it, or them. Tell me which ones. Or | will leave it up to you &
you tell me what you think needs done or doing. (11 Nov 1974)

Lish proceeded to edit the stories for inclusion in the collection: Sklenicka reports that he
“selected twenty-two stories (out of at least thirty-four Carver had published) for the
book and proposed title changes for several of them” (281). Lish made two rounds of
edits on the majority of these stories; it appears (although the drafts are rarely dated)
that many of these took place during the summer of 1975, as Lish first edited upon copies
(or photocopies) of the magazine versions of the stories and then carried out a second
round of edits on the typescripts made from the first round. A study of the drafts of the

other stories that would be included in WYPBQP shows a consistency in many of Lish’s
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changes; below, | examine these changes and clarify, whenever possible, where these
were made.

Again, Lish tended to remove detail, create a sense of mystery and menace, and
alter the relationships between characters, often using distinctive methods. Lish
frequently made the characters’ dialogue coarser, for example. In “Night School,” during
the narrator’s conversation with two women he meets in a bar, Lish introduced
expletives and a new note of aggression:

“I only have thirty cents,” | said.

We-havemoney- “Who needs your goddamn money?,” Edith said. We need

your goddamn car. Jerry, let’s have three more. And a six-pack to go.”

“Here’s to Patterson,” the first woman said when the beer came. Mistes To

Patterson and his highballs.”

“Hel i ised— “He’ll drop his cookies,” Edith said. (“Night School,”
Draft ms. 3)

In “A Dog Story” (which Lish retitled “Jerry and Molly and Sam”), Lish amplified the
crudity in the opening section to emphasise the narrator’s rage:
. she was always turning up with some erap shit or other . . . that the kids could

fight scream over and sereeeh—at fight over and beat the shit out of each other
about . . . for God’s sake when he didn’t even know if he was going to have a roof

over hIS head - made him openand-close-hic-hands- s pockets Whep-heroek

them-out-totighta-cigarettethey-were-trembling want to kill the goddamn dog.
9 Sandy! Betty and Alex and Mary! Jill! And Suzy the goddamn dog!

9] This was Al. (“Jerry and Molly and Sam,” Draft ms. 3)

Lish inserted line breaks here as he frequently would elsewhere in Carver’s stories, and
the effect, at the close of this opening section of the narrative, is to sound a note of
comedy at the expense of the character being introduced. The list of names here (which
belong to the narrator’s wife, children, sister and pet respectively) heightens the sense of
the narrator’s resentment at his various dependants and, of course, suggests the

distinctive title of the published story.
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The story also provides a clear example of the kind of attribution of dialogue — “he said,
she said” — that would become a cliché of Minimalism.** Early in the story, we find the
following exchange:

9 She said, “I see.”

9] He said, “You don’t mind, do you?! Jesus
9 She said, “Go ahead, | don’t care.”

9 He said, “l won’t be long-den. Don’t worry.”

9 She said, “Go ahead, | said. | said | didn’t care, didn’t I? Go on!” she said.

I”

In 1990, Lish would suggest that this form of attribution was punchier and more
powerful: “Don’t use ‘asked” — ‘said’ will do — same for ‘told me,” etc. ‘Said’ is forceful,
direct, almost a punctuation” (Callis 13 Dec 1990 — direct quotation).

“A Dog Story” is one of many in which Lish cut lengthy paragraphs from Carver’s
original. Many of these deleted sections follow Al’s thoughts as he reflects upon his
troubles and on his disastrous decision to surreptitiously abandon the family dog; for
example, the day after the act, we are told over the course of two paragraphs that he
feels as if “his number was up,” that he has avoided thinking about the dog all day, and
that the incident is coming back to him “in snatches” (Version 1). The removal of these
revealing flashbacks make the narrator less reflective and his motivations more obscure.
The narrator also reminisces elsewhere in the same story about his early days with his
wife as well as about his childhood days.** These memories humanise the narrator,
inviting the reader’s sympathy — albeit at the risk of sentimentality — and provide a

context for his current feelings of entrapment and frustration. As he did elsewhere,

* In a recent interview, Chuck Palahniuk notes that his new novel attempts to violate “the very

conventional things that | have been taught for twenty years not to do,” with specific reference to this
stylistic tag: “In minimalism it's about keeping your attribution really simple. He said, she said, almost in a
Hemingway simplicity” (sic) (“Violating the Rules” n.p.)

> He recalls, for example, fishing for “bass and catfish” as a boy and evokes the memory of a local character

called “Old Hutchinson.”
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though, Lish removed this background detail, presumably to minimise the emotional
appeal to the reader; Callis quotes the editor as saying “the instant you offer an
explanation is the instant you have sentimentality” (October 1991).

Indeed, explanations are notable by their absence in all of the stories Lish edited,
and the reason for a character’s disquiet is rarely made explicit. That this is a recurring
feature of Lish’s editing is demonstrated by a number of changes in another story, “Sixty
Acres,” in which the narrator is disturbed by his confrontation with a group of boys who
are illegally hunting on his land. The lines removed by Lish are crucial ones, as the
character gains some insight into his alienation and feels his way, through introspection,

towards an epiphany:

Hed had put them off the land. That was all that mattered, wash+it2. Yet he
couldat not understand why he felt the-way-he-didthat something crucial had

happened, a failure. that-wight-which-he-could-notfind-words—to-deseribe- But
nethm-g— nothlng had happened—-t-hat—was—jast—rt He—t-heu-ght—f—er—a—wh#e—@ne

The narrator of Carver’s original is searching, however tentatively, for a sense of
understanding: edits such as these have surely determined the assessments of critics
such as McDermott, who suggests that “the Carver character is incapable of hearing an
inner voice, or of communicating the few moments of insight she does experience” (94).
“Sixty Acres” also demonstrates that Lish frequently removed references to nature. Lish
may have seen nature as linked to sentimentality, at least in Carver’s stories; characters

often recall pastoral scenes at moments of crisis, and the natural world seems to function
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as brief respite from personal pain.*® The protagonist here deals with his anxiety by

attempting an imaginative communion with the natural world:

He closed his eyes and tried to brirg—thetand—into—mind—saw—vaguely—a—few

A pastoral scene is thus hidden behind a layer of revision and, again, a genetic view of
these early stories complicates assertions — such as the following — that would
characterize the author’s method as a consistently elliptical one: “one of the defining
features of Carver’s narrative style is the omission of contextualizing information about
characters’ environments” (McDermott 90-91).

Another recurring technique of Lish’s was to make the transitions between
adjacent sections of a story more abrupt by marking a section’s close with a non sequitur
or a diegetically opaque sentence. Again, “A Dog Story”/“Jerry and Molly and Sam”
provides instances of this. For example, after the line ““My dog had brains,” he [Al] would
say. ‘It was an Irish setter!’,” Lish deletes the subsequent five lines (which, in the relevant
draft, are illegible underneath his pen marks) in order to end the section on a punchline
of sorts. On the following page, he adds a line that makes the narrator more unhinged:

Then he lit a cigaret and tried to get hold of himself. He picked up the rake and

put it away where it belonged. He was muttering to himself, saying “Order,

order,” when Fthe dog came up to the garage, sniffed around the door, and
looked in. (V2)

> One blogger reports Lish as saying, during a recent public appearance, that he “take[s] pride in knowing

not much about nature” (Ross n.p.).
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The final paragraph of Carver’s original not only makes clear the central dramatic
problem of the story — the fact that the narrator feels “captive” — but also makes it clear

that he is aware of this problem:

Al He sat there a whilethen. Then he got up with a sigh. He walked back to the
car with-his-handsin-hispockets. Hedidn'tfeelso-bad sl thingsconsidered—He

’

weuJ-d—de—And—see—abm*geﬁmg—t—hem—anet—her—deg— The worId was full of dogs

There were dogs and then there were dogs;: seme Some dogs you just couldn’t do

anything with. Held-haveto-makeituptodillteo hisrudenessoflast-night-Betty

w00, (V1)

This also showcases the way in which Lish would apply the abrupt-transition technique to
the end of a story: in Max’s words, the editor “loved deadpan last lines” and sometimes
“cut away whole sections to leave a sentence from inside the story as the end” in order
to achieve them (“Carver Chronicles”). The narrator may be unredeemed in Carver’s
original version — the final lines here, showing his intention to continue his adultery,
could be said to constitute an anti-epiphany of sorts — but he is unmistakably aware of
the consequences of his actions and their effects on others, and the comedy at the story’s
close sits alongside a sense of pathos absent from Lish’s version.

In “The Student’s Wife,” Lish also truncated the ending dramatically: editing on a
copy of the story previously published in The Carolina Quarterly in 1964 (issue 17.1), he
removed the final page and a half. The ending of the version later published in WYPBQP
presents a startling distillation of the wife’s unhappiness as she cries out: ““‘God’ she said.
‘God, will you help us, God?’ she said” (CS 100). Leypoldt identifies this story as “one of
[the] most illustrative examples” of a type of ending he calls Carver’'s “arrested

epiphany,” arguing that the wife’s “arrested epiphany prevents her from understanding
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any of the reasons for her sense of menace” and that ultimately “not only the plot’s
essential contour and meaning, but even its central conflicts remain blurred” (“Epiphanic
Moments” 535-536).> In Carver’s original, though, the story continues as the husband is
woken up by his wife’s lament: he finds her crying, and their children® soon appear in the

doorway looking concerned. The narrator tries to console her:

“" ’ n 2 "

The story, which ends with the narrator’s wife lying in bed as he still tries anxiously to
connect with her, is one that was surely improved by the severity of the edits. The
continuation of the narrative beyond daybreak, the narrator’s repeated and plaintive
reassurances and his literal enunciation of the couple’s problems — money difficulties, the

III

socio-cultural “rat race” in which they are trapped — all serve to dissipate the dramatic
tension and “indeterminacy” of the central situation and arguably render the ending less
effective (Leypoldt, “Epiphanic Moments” 536). The focus of the story is noticeably
altered, though, and the intimacy of Carver’s original ending as well as its wider scope —

which takes in the couple’s children (absent from the final paragraph of the published

version) as well as hinting at a wider social context — are lost.*®

*® saltzman points to the story (along with “Neighbors,” “Fat” and others) as examples of the way the

author’s endings “are often abrupt, truncated” (15).

*” One of whom is called Gordon, incidentally — this is changed to “Gary” in the published version (CS 97).
*¥ Lish evidently taught Carver’s work in his writing classes during these years: a page from his workshop

materials from November 1976 consists of a list of teaching questions, one of which asks, “How might one
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2.2.3 Compression and Consecution: “Will You Please Be Quiet,
Please?”

Like “The Student’s Wife,” “Will You Please Be Quite, Please?” was already an old story by
the time it was edited for book publication, having been published almost a decade
beforehand (in December in 1966). It became the title story of the book at Carver’s
insistence, as Lish had wanted the collection to be called Put Yourself in My Shoes
(Sklenicka 281; Carver, 21 May 1975); as such, it took on renewed importance both as the
collection’s flagship piece and its atypically lengthy closing story. Lish made multiple
changes: despite the story’s length, it differs dramatically from the version selected as
one of the Best American Short Stories in 1967. As Sklenicka notes of Lish’s changes to the
collection in general, while he “did not substantially alter the arc of events or the
characters . . . he substantially refabricated their feeling” (283).

The story follows Ralph Wyman’s realisation that his wife betrayed him some
years earlier. It is divided (unusually, for a Carver story) into three numbered parts. The
first portrays the domestic argument during which this revelation surfaces, the second
details Ralph’s solitary night-time journey around his town as he attempts to come to
terms with this new reality, and the third (and shortest) shows him returning home to an
emotionally fraught, ambiguous reconciliation with Marian. As in the other stories, some
of Lish’s most noticeable changes come in the transitions between sections. At the end of
the second section, Ralph is mugged by an African-American man, a violent experience

that puts an end to his wandering and prepares him to return home. In his first edit, Lish

argue that Carver is, in fact, a sentimental writer?” We might see this as further evidence of the long-

running and indirect paratextual struggle between the pair.
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deleted a 184-word paragraph in which bystanders come to Ralph’s aid and the

protagonist reflects on the central problem facing him:

shadderand-becamesient (Version 1)

The section ends here. On the following page, Lish deleted a whole passage in which
Ralph goes to the hospital to get X-rays and looks at photos in “large manila folders of
Negro men” in a failed attempt to identify his assailant. During his second edit Lish
continued this process, removing two lines from the end of the second section and
shortening the opening paragraph of the third section from 138 words to 33, ensuring a
more abrupt transition and reducing the sense of reflection in the narrative
consciousness.

The ending of the story owes much to Lish’s work. As Sklenicka notes, in his edits,
“a three-paragraph (189-word) conclusion” is condensed into “93 words” (282-283).
Again, this took place in two rounds: in the first round, Lish removed some phrases and
added his own, and compressed Carver’s three paragraphs into one. However, his second

edit of the ending was much heavier, and is reproduced below in full:

He tensed at her eeld fingers, and then,—graduaty; he relaxed—He—imagined

go a little. It was easier to Iet goa Ilttle No 9. Her hand moved over his h|p—12heﬁ
itraced-his-groinbeforeflatteningitselagainst and over his stomach—She and
she was in-bedroew; pressing thelength-ef her body against over his now and
moving gently over him and back and forth with over him. He waited—a-minute;
and held himself, he later considered, as long as he could. And then he turned to
her and—their—eyes—met. He turned and turned in what might have been a
stupendous sleep, and he was still turning, Hereyes—werefilledand-seemed-to
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must-be-his—He-continued-to-stare; marvelling at the impossible changes he felt

moving over him. (Version 2)

Some of the changes here are thematic ones consistent with Lish’s approach to Carver’s
work: the deletion of a moment where a character recalls a particular memory, for
example.” He changed the structure of the prose, removing a paragraph break in order to
condense the lines (“No ¥”), and also removed the meeting of eyes that occurs between
the couple. Ralph no longer gazes into his wife’s eyes (which are entirely absent from the
final text) and his experience becomes an interior one.

We also see techniques that are emblematic of Lish’s narrative technique of
“consecution,” however. Lish used the word repeatedly in his workshops and, as Jason
Lucarelli explains, he used it as a principle of composition at a thematic and formal level;
the term denotes the way in which repetition can be used to achieve both “structural”
and “acoustical” consecution (n.p.). We see multiple examples of this kind of repetition in
this final paragraph, from the repetition of sentence structures — “He . . . let go a little. It
was easier to let go a little” — to the repeated use of particular words such as “over” (a
word which does not appear at all in Carver’s original). The intense concentration of
alliteration and acoustical repetition in the passage — “stupendous sleep,” the final
sentence’s thrice-repeated “turning” — also ensure that the revelation that takes place in
what Bethea terms the story’s “epiphanic sexual encounter” (namely, the final act of
lovemaking that implies Ralph’s acceptance of his wife’s infidelity) is communicated

through poetic rather than diegetic means. Indeed, Amir, Bethea, Nesset and Saltzman all

single out the poetic and symbolic effects of repetition in the story’s final passage (Amir,

2 Again, this is connected to an experience of nature: “the heavy, milky water of Juniper Lake.”
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Visual Poetics 119; Bethea, Technique and Sensibility 55-56; Nesset 25; Saltzman 72).
Bethea, in fact, returns to the story’s ending in a 2007 article on Carver’s technical debts
to Hemingway, again with particular reference to the poetic and intertextual effects
caused by the repetitions of the prose (“Inheritance” 93-94).*° The importance of Lish’s
contribution here is clear, as specific textual features added in his editing are still debated
more than three decades after the story’s publication.

As | have noted, of course, the lack of acknowledgement of Lish’s contribution
here could perhaps be justified by simple reference to the “passive authorization” given
by Carver. It seems clear that the author was comfortable with the edits, judging by the
tone of the correspondence at the time: examining the textual changes before
publication, he wrote “I think, all in all, you did a superb job of cutting and fixing on the
stories,” and closes by saying “Gordon, | think this is going to be a book and a half.
Reading them through the cumulative effect is very powerful indeed” (28 Sep 1975).
Carver seems never to have protested the changes as he later would in the case of
WWTA, and he never attempted to republish the unedited versions of the stories in his
later collections. In considering Lish’s contribution to Carver’s career as a whole, though,
it is clear not only that the changes made here foreshadow the later controversy — many
of the changes Lish made are similar in type, if not always in degree, to the ones he would
make to WWTA — but that the editor was essential in determining the parameters of the
author’s literary “brand” from an early stage. Lish's blurb for the inside flap of the
collection read as follows:

Here is the short fiction of a literary artist of the first rank, a maker of stories that
deliver the dark of the American heart . . . in the sunless, post-speech world that

® He detects a “quasi-biblical rhythm” alluding to Genesis’ reference to the way God’s spirit “moves upon

the waters.”
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Raymond Carver sees, apprehending the grossness of our fixed destinies amounts
to a kind of triumph, a small but gorgeous prevailing against circumstance
(Sklenicka 296).

Lish’s blurb, acting as an official introduction to readers, presents Carver as a sort of
gloomy national prophet apprehending the inevitable, ominous eclipse (“sunless,”
“fixed”) of contemporary American reality: the narrative achievement, murky and
inarticulate (“post-speech”), provides solace only in the unrelenting unity of its portrayal
of that reality. These sentences read, in hindsight, as an echo of the “small, good thing”
that Carver would soon write about. While Carver’s phrase would refer to the possibilities
of human connection, however, Lish’s formulation (a “small but gorgeous prevailing

against circumstance”) suggests a darker, less communal vision.

2.3 Minimalism in Action: A Genetic View of What

We Talk About When We Talk About Love

Carver’s second major-press collection was, of course, the one that would bring him
worldwide renown. The collection is certainly his most culturally significant work and is
often taken to exemplify an individual and collective aesthetic: Sklenicka observes that
the book, consisting of “17 stories in a mere 150 pages” is for many readers “the
quintessential Carver text, the ur-text of . . . minimalism” (366—-369). The work was
described in 2009 by Tim Adams of the Observer as “probably the most influential story
collection of the past 30 years,” and a New York Times article from the same year
suggested that WWTA was still among the most widely shoplifted books in U.S.
bookstores (Adams n.p.; Rabb n.p.). Any analysis of Lish’s contribution, then, clearly

extends beyond Carver’s own career, and this realisation surely contributed to the
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controversy and comment generated before, during and after Beginners came into print.
In the following section, | outline the textual history of the volume and analyse the

textual genesis of some of its most heavily-discussed stories.

2.3.1 “My very sanity is on the line here”: the Textual History

In 1977 the small Capra Press published Carver’s Furious Seasons, a collection of stories
that had been excluded from WYPBQP; five of these would later appear in WWTA. The
book contained a list of several dedicatees, and Carver removed Lish’s name as he feared
the editor would be embarrassed by the book. However, Lish answered that the stories in

III

the book were “goddamn wonderful” and reproached Carver for omitting him from the
list (Sklenicka 313—315). In a reply written only a few months into his long “second life” of
sobriety, Carver wrote a letter full of praise and thanks for Lish’s years of help and looked
forward to their next collaboration:
You were there to read what | wrote and print it if you could. | ain’t forgot any of
that, any of it. Won’t. We been around the corner a few times together, you and .
We've had a friendship, by God . . . My life has never been the same since, boyo.
We ran them a good race for the NBA [National Book Award] too, didn’t we? Next

time — and your name will be on the Dedication page of that book — we’ll take it . .
. Didn’t think you’d care for FURIOUS SEASONS, so kept you off it (27 Sep 1977).

Lish took up a position as book editor at Knopf within months, but Carver’s chaotic
personal circumstances and his slow consolidation of his sobriety meant that it would be
over two more years before that collection would come to fruition. In May 1980 he met
Lish in New York and gave him the manuscript, following which he wrote another warm
letter in which he encouraged Lish to “open the throttle” on the stories:

For Christ’s sweet sake, not to worry about taking a pencil to the stories if you can

make them better; and if anyone can you can. | want them to be the best possible
stories, and | want them to be around for a while (10 May 1980).
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In a separate letter written the same day,” Carver wrote: “I trust you, so not to worry. If
you see ways to put more muscle in the stories, don’t hesitate to do so” (10 May 1980b).
Another letter written eight days later can only be read, with hindsight, in an ironic light.
Carver wrote partly to offer compliments on the memoir of Victor Herman, a Jewish-
American former Soviet political prisoner, which Lish had ghostwritten:
I’'m reading it like a novel — I've finished Part One — and I’'m liking it just fine. The
narrator’s voice. His VOICE. | look at what he’s showing me, and | listen, and in
truth | can’t forget any of it. It’s news, real news. You know. But it’s a bafflement
to me, and sometimes you’ll have to tell me, why you’ve put Victor Herman, his
name, on this book. I’'m reading this book like a novel, God, it is a novel, and I'm

taking real pleasure in it, and | just wish your name were on it my friend. Someday
fill me in on this. (18 May 1980b)

The manuscripts of Herman’s memoir show multiple changes across at least four drafts
and confirm that Lish did indeed craft the narrative in a distinctive manner, deleting
entire pages and introducing regular line breaks to create a fragmented, elliptical and
voice-driven tone (Herman). Within months Carver would protest against these
techniques, as applied to his own work, in the strongest terms.

At around the same time, Carver delivered the original manuscript to his editor
(Sklenicka refers to this manuscript, which bore the working title “So Much Water So
Close to Home,” as “version A” of the sequence), and in response Lish informed Carver
that he would seek a contract from Knopf (355). Lish returned a version to Carver the
following month (version B), which contained a first round of edits and the new title
(WWTA). Carver accepted the changes and signed and returned his publishing contract
straight away, despite the fact that he had yet to receive the final typescript based on

Lish’s editing. As Sklenicka notes, the author entered “a binding contract for his book”

®! Carver had omitted a line from the envelope address of the first letter and worried that it may have gone

astray (Sklenicka 355).
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while having consulted “neither an agent nor an attorney” (356). Shortly after this,
Version C —in large part, the version we know as WWTA — arrived on Carver’s desk.*

The differences between B and C were significant enough to cause Carver a level
of emotional distress that is clear from the ensuing correspondence. After a day and night
of close comparison, he wrote a lengthy letter to Lish (reprinted in full in the Library of
America edition of stories) in which he proclaimed himself to be on the verge of
breakdown in an attempt to persuade his editor to reverse the changes. Worried by the
fact that several of the stories had already been viewed in their unedited form by other
writers and editors (including Gallagher, Ford, Tobias Wolff and others), Carver described
himself as “confused, tired, paranoid, and afraid, yes, of the consequences for me if the
collection came out in its present form” and announced: “I'll tell you the truth, my very
sanity is on the line here” (CS 996).

Carver repeatedly begged Lish to arrest the publication of the book, alternately
pleading (“Please help me with this, Gordon”), apologising (“Forgive me for this, please”),
and demanding (“Piease do the necessary things to stop production of this book”). The
author, still struggling to regain equilibrium in his newly sober existence, claimed that
some of the stories were so close to his “sense of regaining my health and mental well-
being” that he feared he might “never write another story” if the book were published in
“its present edited form” (08 July 1980; CS 993-996). Carver’s entreaties were
unsuccessful, however. In 1998, Lish told Max: “my sense of it was that there was a letter

and that | just went ahead”; Gallagher has claimed that a phone conversation took place

2 The qualifying phrase here refers to the fact that Lish made some changes to the galleys, and thus some
differences (of which, as we shall see, several could be considered significant) exist even between version C

and the published text of WWTA; to a large extent, though, these two texts correspond to one another.
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after Carver’s first letter in which Lish insisted to the author that he would not reverse his
edits (“Carver Chronicles” n.p.; Sklenicka 359). Sklenicka explores various possible reasons
for Carver’s acceptance of the changes, and the details of the relevant conversations
remain unclear. The crucial fact may simply be that Lish, in Gallagher’s words, held the
“power of publication access,” and as Sklenicka notes, the final judgement on Carver’s
feelings about the matter may be discerned in the fact that he would subsequently
republish several of the stories in their original forms (362).%

In his subsequent letters, Carver “slipped back,” in Stull's words, “into the
deferential posture he had assumed toward Lish during his drinking years” (CS 997). A
letter written two days later shows that Carver had accepted the edits: “It’s simply
stunning, it is, and I'm honored and grateful for your attentions to it” (10 July 1980;
Sklenicka 358). While Carver now accepted the majority of the changes, he did argue for
the restoration of specific details such as the title “Distance” for the story retitled
“Everything Stuck to Him.” He also requested that one of the stories cut by seventy-eight
percent, “Mr. Coffee and Mr. Fixit” (formerly titled “Where is Everyone?”) be dropped
from the collection entirely. The story was already in press at Triquarterly (whose editor,
he understood, was submitting it for a possible O. Henry award) and he made it clear that
his own proximity to the story (which concerned an alcoholic facing his own past) also
presented a problem: “Please jettison that one, Gordon, and see that it is not included. |

can’t get any distance at all from that story” (10 July 1980).* In the case of certain stories

= Meyer observes that Carver later opted to include only seven of the seventeen stories from WWTA in
Where I’m Calling From (1988) and that four of these are reprinted in their longer, fuller versions (245—
246).

* Carver was concerned enough about the story to repeat the request in his next letter: “I won’t gather

that one into the collection. The next collection, not this one” (14 July 1980).
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such as “The Bath,” as we shall see, he specifically urged Lish to restore some of the
material cut in the second edit. These requests, however, appear to have been (almost
without exception) ignored.®

With the publication of Beginners, critics have come to appreciate the extent to
which revelations of Carver’s conflicting intentions and Lish’s strong editing demand a
rethink of our understanding of this classic of minimalist literature: as Churchwell puts it,
“it turns out that the minimalist in the machine was not Carver, but Lish” (“Final Cut”
n.p.). A comparison of the two published versions of the collection shows that Lish’s
effect on the collection was unquestionably significant. Over the course of the editing
process, Lish changed not only the title of the collection, but of ten of its stories. He
wrote in lines and passages absent from Carver’s original manuscript, regularly renamed

|.°¢ Critics have,

characters, and made a range of textual changes at an often detailed leve
however, tended to focus on the difference between Version A (Beginners) and Version C
(WWTA) without examining the intervening stage. This is understandable, since this stage
is unclear in publications so far: apart from isolated details given in the “Note on the
Texts,” Stull and Carroll do not give a detailed account of the differences between B and
C. Sklenicka states that “in my opinion, the first revised manuscript is not identifiable
among the Lilly holdings,” that “the precise stages of editing are obscure,” and that “little

archival evidence of the differences between versions B and C has become available to

scholars” (356). However, the Carver papers for WWTA in the Lilly archive are now clearly

* In Sklenicka’s words, “apart from some requests to change names in stories, Carver got his way on only
one significant change, the restoration of this line as the ending of “Gazebo”: “In this, too, she was right”

(361).

* In one case, he even halved the number of a hotel room from 22 to 11, as if to reflect the shortening of

“Gazebo” by almost half (CS 237, 776).
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divided into Lish’s “First Rewrite” and his “Second Rewrite,” which would appear to
correspond to the typescript versions B and C received by Carver.” A study of this
material (along with the changes visible in the Lilly’s “Master Proofs” and “Printer’s Mss”
folders for the collection) makes it possible to follow a story’s genetic development with
reference to each stage of editing. Sklenicka notes that the intermediate typescript
“would answer questions about Carver’s intentions for these stories and his receptivity to
Lish’s first round of suggestions” and would “assist scholars in their efforts to analyse the
development of Carver’s fiction” (362); in the following sections of this chapter, | examine
differences between the various drafts — including the “Version B” typescript —in order to
trace the evolution of the writing in key stories and arrive at fuller answers to these

questions.

2.3.2  Staying Inside the House: from “Beginners” to “What We Talk

About When We Talk About Love”

To begin with, we can note the change of title. Lish took the phrase from a line of dialogue
in the story “Beginners,” and a closer examination of both the story and the line itself
reveals much about the contrasting visions in its different versions, as the title functions
to emphasise the thematic and tonal shifts in the narrative. The story was cut by 50%,

according to Stull and Carroll, and the most noticeable deletion was of its final five pages

¢’ The Carver papers in the Lish collection have been rearranged in previous years, and it seems likely that
the first rewrite — Version B — was not available during Sklenicka’s research (she notes that the 80,000 items
in the Lish collection “have not been fully arranged and catalogued” (536)). Enquiries to the Lilly Library

staff have thus far failed to yield a definitive explanation for this.
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(CS 1003). The base-text® is riddled with changes and a study of the different stages of
Lish’s editing reveals the liberal insertion of paragraph breaks, changes in syntax, and the
occasional replacement of sizeable chunks of prose with entirely new (and invariably
shorter) paragraphs. The story revolves around an informal symposium on love, as two
couples sit drinking and discussing their past relationships. In the central section of the
story, one of the men, a cardiologist (named Herb by Carver, but renamed Mel by Lish),
tells a story-within-a-story lasting several pages, of an old couple he encountered in the
wake of their car crash. Their mutual devotion during their convalescence has, we find,
made a lasting impression on him. As he addresses the group, Herb describes the intensity
of Henry’s feelings for his wife, and the tenderness of their reconnection after being
separated in hospital, a moment representing one of the clearest examples of human

connection in all of Carver’s work:

| pushed Henry up to the left side of the bed and said, “You have some company,
Anna. Company, dear.” But | couldn’t say any more than that. She gave a little
smile and her face lit up. Out came her hand from under the sheet. It was bluish
and bruised-looking. Henry took the hand in his hands. He held it and kissed it.
Then he said, “Hello, Anna. How’s my babe? Remember me?” Tears started down
her cheeks. She nodded. “I've missed you,” he said. She kept nodding . . . We
arranged it so they could have lunch and dinner together in her room. In between
times they’d just sit and hold hands and talk. They had no end of things to talk
about (CS 942).

The reference to talking here serves as allusion and example, as Herb reminds the group
that the story is meant to illustrate how we lack understanding “when we talk about

love”: “I just had a card from Henry a few days ago. | guess that’s one of the reasons

they’re on my mind right now. That, and what we were saying about love earlier” (943).

o Namely, the “Version A” manuscript in Box 44 of the Lilly holdings identified as “What We Talk About
When We Talk About Love 1st Draft,” which Stull and Carroll used as the basis of their edition of Beginners
(the editors write that they “restored the stories to their original forms by transcribing Carver’s typewritten

words that lie beneath Lish’s alterations in ink on the typescripts” (CS 990)).
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Herb then assures everyone that the story ends happily, as the couple have recovered —
“sure, they’re all right” — and have reunited with their son. Herb’s story thus ends with an
explicit reference to the conversation on “the subject of love” which opens “Beginners,”
and acts as a counterbalance to the violent story of Terri’s former relationship, a positive
illustration of the possibilities of love. In Lish’s version, though, the couple’s story
(including their names) is deleted, and Herb’s reverent admiration for the strength of the
old couple’s attachment is replaced by Mel’s baffled, darkly comic incredulity:

“I'd get up to his mouth-hole, you know, and he’d say no, it wasn’t the accident

exactly but it was because he couldn’t see her through his eye-holes. He said that

was what was making him feel so bad. Can you imagine? I’'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 table and shook his head at what he was going to
say. “lI mean, it was killing the old fart just because he couldn’t look at the
fucking woman.”

We all looked at Mel.

“Do you see what I’'m saying?” he said (CS 320).

In Wallace’s copy of WWTA, the title story is annotated on almost every page. Wallace’s
annotations are attentive to the nastiness in Mel’s character, but he also sees these lines
as part of a narrative strategy of elision suited to the subject matter: “love can’t be

discussed — can only be done obliquely, thru examples” (WWTA, Wallace’s Copy 151 -

underlinings in original).
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Figure 2: one of Wallace’s annotations to “WWTA”

Mel’s story ends (as does “The Bath”) with hospitalization and failed connection, and we
are shown the calamity rather than the human connection that comes in its wake. In
Carver’s original ending, the dialogue between the characters continues and reaches a
higher emotional pitch. Herb leaves the room, and his girlfriend Terri makes the startling
confession that she had been pregnant with her ex-lover’s baby at the time of his
attempted suicide — and that Herb consequently performed an abortion — before finally
breaking down in tears. The narrator’s lover Laura comforts her, while he goes outside:

| kept looking at the women at the table. Terri was still crying and Laura was
stroking her hair. | turned back to the window. The blue layer of sky had given way
now and was turning dark like the rest. But stars had appeared. | recognised Venus
and farther off and to the side, not as bright but unmistakable there on the
horizon, Mars. The wind had picked up . . . | wanted to imagine horses rushing
through those fields in the near dark, or even just standing quietly with their
heads in opposite directions near the fence. | stood at the window and waited. |
knew | had to keep still a while longer, keep my eyes out there, outside the house
as long as there was something left to see (CS 948).
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The movement towards openness and escape in the final lines hints at the ending of the
later “Cathedral” — “My eyes were still closed. | was in my house. | knew that. But | didn’t
feel like | was inside anything” (CS 529) — and suggest a redemption of sorts in which the
boundaries of the “house” of identity are at least temporarily transcended.*” The tone of
the story is dramatically altered in Lish’s edit, and the final lines read as follows:
“I'll put out some cheese and crackers,” Terri said.
But Terri just sat there. She did not get up to get anything. Mel turned his glass
over. He spilled it out on the table.
“Gin’s gone,” Mel said.
Terri said, “Now what?”
I could hear my heart beating. | could hear everyone’s heart. | could hear

the human noise we sat there making, not one of us moving, not even when the
room went dark. (CS 322)

The ending here is austere and abrupt: the blunt, monosyllabic question “Now what?” is
lent a stark existential terror by the suddenness of the termination, and the final lines
leave a stylised, theatrical impression, as if the lights have gone out on stage. Wallace
marked the final three sentences here with the words “Do end,” presumably indicating
he planned to teach it in class.” These were written almost entirely by Lish: only the first

line of the paragraph quoted above is present in the original manuscript. Nesset’s

* The ending also seems clearly to parallel Chekhov’s story “Concerning Love.” The structure of Chekhov’s
story — a dinner party discussion on the meaning of love — may have provided the model for “Beginners,”
and its final movement towards nature and sympathetic exchange between characters is paralleled in
Carver’s story:

While Alehin was telling his story, the rain left off and the sun came out. Burkin and Ivan lvanovich
went out on the balcony, from which there was a beautiful view over the garden and the mill-
pond, which was shining now in the sunshine like a mirror. They admired it, and at the same time
they were sorry that this man with the kind, clever eyes, who had told them this story with such
genuine feeling, should be rushing round and round this huge estate like a squirrel on a wheel . . .
and they thought what a sorrowful face Anna Alexyevna must have had when he said good-bye to
her in the railway carriage and kissed her face and shoulders. (Short Stories 118)

’° Wallace often wrote the word “Do” next to passages in the books he annotated; researcher Eric
Whiteside argues persuasively that these are texts the author intended to teach, pointing out that Wallace

wrote “Do in class” next to a passage in McCarthy’s Blood Meridian (Pitchel n.p.).
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discussion of this story is representative of the way in which the effects introduced by
Lish have largely determined its reception: he writes that the couples “end up paralysed
by inertia, sitting in silence” and compares the darkness of the room at the story’s end to
the state of psychological and spiritual unknowing of the characters, who are engaged
with “a subject so elusive and powerful that its discoursers can only talk around it, and
are left literally in the dark in the end” (77, 92). McDermott takes the ending of the story
as exemplary: “Carver’s characters, particularly in his early stories, are like the couples of
['WWTA’] as the party comes to a close and they feel themselves powerless to sustain the
connections they had established over the course of one evening” (99). Hallett notes the
theatrical dimension of the story and makes an explicit comparison to Beckett’s Waiting

” ",

for Godot, noting that the four characters on the story’s “stage” “talk of going
somewhere but never go anywhere” (58).”

The more hopeful title “Beginners” points to new beginnings and suggests the
possibility of renewal (a possibility also suggested by the narrator’s encounter with nature
at the end of Carver’s original). When read in concert with Lish’s changes to the story as a
whole, though, the repetition in the replacement title contains an undercurrent of
bleakness and absurdity, directing the reader’s attention to the idea of love as an
unknowable and unapproachable mystery (a “human noise” made in the dark rather than
an ideal to be struggled for). The phrase could be seen, then, not only as a microcosm of

Lish’s editing techniques but as emblematic of his work on the collection as a whole. Lish

adapted the phrase during his first edit, changing the title of the story and using it as the

" Hallett suggests Godot as “the best model to examine for the technical elements that reappear in
minimalist short fiction,” since it is “the ultimate example of Beckett’s artistic designs and philosophy”

(Hallett 35).
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title of the collection as whole: Carver accepted the change, and thus introduced an
enduringly influential and adaptable phrase into the language (13 June 1980).”

Lish’s change makes the title noticeably longer, of course, which may sit oddly
with the legacy of this supposed “ur-minimalist” work. However, closer consideration of
the title shows that it incorporates many of the qualities and techniques that Lish sought
in fiction. Lucarelli describes the importance of “acoustical consecution” to Lish’s poetics,
mentioning “ancient recursive techniques in which sounds repeat in the form of
alliteration . . . assonance . . . and consonance” and referring to Gary Lutz’s
recommendation that “the words in the sentence must bear some physical and sonic
resemblance to each other” (n.p.). In his lecture notes, Callis quotes Lish as saying “The
force of English lies in its vowels” and goes on to paraphrase: “you want to resonate the
stressed assonances in your work, in a phrase, a clause, a paragraph, a sentence” (04 Dec
1990). The vowel-heavy, alliterative phrase “What We Talk About When We Talk About
Love” demonstrates these qualities of assonance and acoustic resonance as well as any in
Lish’s own work, with its structural (and almost exact) repetition of two four-word
phrases; it also demonstrates a kind of ostentatious, almost unnecessary repetition that

draws attention to its own language. While the phrase is present in Carver’s original in

72 The phrase has been the subject of homage by at least two fiction writers. Knopf has published both
What | Talk About When | Talk About Running by Carver’s acquaintance and translator Haruki Murakami
(2008) and What We Talk About When We Talk About Anne Frank by Nathan Englander (2012), a collection
whose title story — a rewrite, as its author has noted, of Carver’s — won the 2012 Frank O’Connor
International Short Story Award. The phrase has also shown itself to be a useful device for nonfiction
writers: recent books have replaced its concluding noun with “God” (Rob Bell, 2013), “the Tube” (John
Lanchester, 2013) and “Food” (Priscilla Parkhurst Ferguson, 2014). The phrase’s ubiquity as a template for
titling journalistic think-pieces and academic articles has been noted and criticised by several bloggers, one
of whom points out the absurd range of topics — such as “Drones,” “The Olympics” and “Cloud Network

Performance” — brought into its orbit (Cliffe n.p.).
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almost the same form, Lish isolates and repurposes it (as he would do with elements of
other stories) not only to achieve poetic effects but also in order to change the dynamic
of the story.

Lucarelli examines the way in which “thematic consecution” is achieved in Lish-
influenced stories through the use of “rhetorical questions . . . image or word patterning
and aphorisms” (n.p.): Lish’s title can also be seen as an instance of such techniques, with
the phrase ending in a clear focus on the story’s subject matter and the repeated clauses
suggesting the characters’ obsessive and repetitive attempts to plumb its mysterious
depths.” By paraphrasing Herb’s remark as he introduces the story — “I was going to
prove a point . . . it ought to make us all feel ashamed when we talk like we know what
we were talking about, when we talk about love” — and making it the title of both the
story and the collection, Lish amplifies, through thematic consecution, Herb’s question
“What do any of us really know about love?”(CS 932-934); by cutting out the most
moving parts of Herb’s story, however, he excises the answer. Callis paraphrases Lish as
saying that “the best ending, for example that of Moby-Dick, is the annihilation of its
beginning” (04 Dec 1990), and the ending of “What We Talk About” illustrates this,
moving from the conversation-in-progress depicted in its first sentence (“My friend Mel

McGinnis was talking”) to Mel’s — and the group’s — stunned silence at the story’s close.

” Two pages after his comment that love, in this story, could only be discussed “obliquely,” Wallace
underlined the story’s title at the top of the page and used a similar phrase to reiterate the elliptical

approach to subject matter: “title — can’t be addressed except obliquely” (WWTA, Wallace’s Copy 153).
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2.3.3 Little Human Connections: from “A Small, Good Thing” to “The Bath”

“A Small, Good Thing” was retitled “The Bath” by Lish and cut by seventy-eight percent.

This would prove to be one of the most enduringly contentious edits for Carver, as is clear

from his later statements on it. In a 1987 interview with Kasia Boddy, Carver said:
It won a prize when it appeared in a magazine, but | felt it was a minor league
effort, and I’'m not happy with it to this day. I’'m going to be publishing a Selected
Stories and I’'m not going to include “The Bath.” | am going to include “A Small,
Good Thing,” of course. But | don’t do that kind of rewriting any more. | have
more confidence in the stories now, or maybe it’s just that | feel that | have more
things to do than | have time to do them, and | tend now not to look back so
much. | do all the revision when I’'m writing a story, and once it’s published I'm

just not interested in it any longer. | want to look ahead. | think that’s healthy.
(CWRC 200)

Here, Carver again seems to repeat the erroneous claim that he expanded the longer
story from the shorter one, a claim first made on the title page of the story as it appeared
in Ploughshares in 1982: “This story is expanded and revised from What We Talk About
When We Talk About Love” (Sklenicka 392). Carver was true to his word in relation to
future publication, though, and chose “A Small, Good Thing” for inclusion in Where I’'m
Calling From, his career-spanning 1988 collection: he had already published the story in
its original form and under its original title in Cathedral.

As we saw earlier in the Prologue, Wallace considered this to be the correct
choice, and in this he was not alone among critics. Irving Howe’s verdict on “The Bath”
was withering: “The first version, | would say, is a bit like second-rank Hemingway, and
the second a bit like Sherwood Anderson at his best, especially in the speech rhythms of
the baker” (n.p.). Stephen King sees “The Bath” as the prime example of Lish’s “baleful”
influence on the collection, arguing that Carver’s original version “has a satisfying
symmetry that the stripped-down Lish version lacks, but it has something more
important: it has heart” (n.p., emphasis in original). Murakami agrees that the longer

122



version is “certainly the superior work,” although he argues that the shorter version has
“its own special flavour” due to the impression that the story “has had its head lopped off
for no reason”; indeed, he selected the shorter version for inclusion in a 2002 anthology
entitled Birthday Stories (131).”

The story depicts a couple whose son gets hit by a car on his birthday, and follows
them as they lose him after a lengthy and emotionally devastating hospital vigil by his
bedside. Meanwhile, they begin to receive threatening, enigmatic phone calls, which turn
out to be from the baker of the boy’s birthday cake, ordered by the mother before the
accident and never collected. After the boy’s death, the grief-stricken parents drive at
midnight to the bakery to confront the man. When they explain what has happened, he
asks them to sit down and bakes cakes for them, telling them of his “loneliness, and the
sense of doubt and limitation that had come to him in his middle years” and apologises
for his behaviour:

“I'm sorry for your son, and I’'m sorry for my part in this. Sweet, sweet Jesus . . . |

don’t have any children myself, so | can only imagine what you must be feeling. All
| can say to you now is that I’'m sorry. Forgive me, if you can.” (CS 829-30).

Wallace’s notes here — again, seemingly written with the aim of teaching the story in class
— observe that the baker is “isolated” and that the encounter is redemptive for the
couple: “they get to heal through forgiveness” (X. J. Kennedy, Wallace's copy 285). The
story ends with the couple eating the baker’s bread and listening to him speak, an unlikely
scene of reconciliation and human connection that offers a measure of comfort to the
traumatised characters. In the final lines, the couple break bread with the baker, hearing

his story and taking what comfort they can:

7 It should be noted that this critical consensus is not entirely unanimous: all of the contributors to a 2009
discussion on Slate’s Audio Book Club, for example, agreed that “The Bath” was the a more successful story

(O'Rourke).
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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 window, and they did not think of
leaving. (CS 830)

The contrast with “The Bath” is remarkable. In Lish’s version, the story ends as the
threatening calls begin, and we are not told whether the child lives or dies. The mother
returns home from the hospital to take a bath, and the tale stops abruptly in an ending of
overwhelming confusion and menace:

The telephone rang.

“Yes!” She said. “Hello!” she said.

“Mrs Weiss,” a man’s voice said.

“Yes,” she said. “This is Mrs Weiss. Is it about Scotty?” she said.

“Scotty,” the voice said. “It is about Scotty,” the voice said. “It has to do with

Scotty, yes” (CS 257).
Max suggests that “the story’s redemptive tone” is altered to “one of Beckettian despair”
(“Carver Chronicles” n.p.); Hallett notes the indeterminacy of the final words of the
dialogue, which “are not conclusively from the baker or the hospital” (62). Lish’s edit ends
with the principal characters indoors, alone: Carver’s original ending, though, as we see,
ends with all three eating and speaking under the light of the windows. As such it could
be read almost as a literal riposte to John Biguenet’s criticisms of the solipsistic and
“impossibly constricted” worlds represented by minimalist writing: “Minimalism reminds
us that light cannot enter a room through a mirror. Only a window admits the world. For
the moment, some of our finest writers have their backs to the window” (45).

Unlike most of the stories in WWTA, “The Bath” has — as explained above — been
available in both its original and its edited form for many years. However, critics have

uniformly accepted Carver’s claims that the chronology of its publication reflected that of

its composition, and that the alternate versions of some of the stories in WWTA that he
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published after 1981 were revisions of ones whose potential he himself had failed to

realise. Another such claim came in a 1984 interview:
| went back to that one, as well as several others, because | felt there was
unfinished business that needed attending to. The story hadn’t been told
originally; it had been messed about with, condensed and compressed in “The
Bath” to highlight the qualities of menace that | wanted to emphasize — you see
this with the business about the baker, the phone call, with its menacing voice on
the other line, the bath, and so on. But | still felt there was unfinished business, so
in the midst of writing these other stories for Cathedral | went back to “The Bath”
and tried to see what aspects of it needed to be enhanced, redrawn, reimagined.
When | was done, | was amazed because it seemed so much better. I've had

people tell me that they much prefer “The Bath,” which is fine, but “A Small, Good,
Thing” seems to me to be a better story (CWRC 102).

The story has tended to be taken as the chief evidence in its author’s move from
Minimalism to a more expansive mode of fiction, a move neatly paralleled by Carver’s
own recovery from alcoholism. Saltzman credited “the increased stability and ease in
Carver’s personal life” for the “ventilation of the claustrophobic method and attitude”
prevalent in his work prior to Cathedral (124); Stull claimed that “During the 1980s his
once spare, skeptical fiction became increasingly expansive and affirmative . . . his fiction
was growing longer and looser, novelistic in the manner of Chekhov’s late works”
(“Biographical Essay” n.p.). Mark A.R. Facknitz also assessed Carver’s career in these
terms, suggesting in 1986 that while the author’s early stories obsessively depict “the
failure of human dialogue,” his later work tends to portray “a deep and creative
connection between humans” (296). Adam Meyer summed up this view with his
influential verdict that Carver’s career has “taken on the shape of an hourglass, beginning

wide, then narrowing, and then widening out again,” and that “Carver has undergone an
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aesthetic evolution, at first moving toward minimalism but then turning sharply away
from it” (239, 249).”

The longer version, critics concur, shifts its focus to warmth, light, sympathy,
connection and redemption, and represents a dramatic shift in tone. Hallett encapsulates
this critical consensus, suggesting that the two iterations of the narrative “cannot be
identified simply as separate versions . . . they are not the same story; nor is one merely
an extension of the other” and takes this contrast to be “the most profound example of
[the] change in Carver’s style and vision” (63). May agrees, stating that the longer version
“moves towards a more conventionally moral ending — acceptance.” The ending of the
story, he claims, presents “a clear image of Carver’s moral shift from the sceptical to the
affirmative, from the sense of the unspeakable mystery of human life to the sense of how
simple and moral life is after all” (Short Story 97). McDermott concurs with this view of
Carver’s development, and suggests that the “tableau of light and conversation” at the
end of “A Small, Good Thing” “stands in direct opposition to the scene that concludes
['WWTA’], in which the couples fall silent as the room becomes dark”; he suggest that
“what is new” in the stories from Cathedral onwards is “that the community of outcasts

the earlier stories gesture toward but fail to depict is finally shown” (111).7

7> Murakami states that “The overwhelming majority of Carver’s early works deal with loss and despair, but
later an element of redemption enters in,” claiming that the contrast between the two stories provides “a

vivid demonstration of the drastic change” (Birthday Stories 131).

"% In his biographical essay, Stull names Chekhov’s “In the Hollow” as one of the stories which particularly
influenced Carver’s later work, and this influence is more clearly visible in “A Small, Good Thing.” Chekhov’s
story depicts the meeting of characters shattered by a child’s death and familial destruction and closes with
an image of food being exchanged as a small consolation against grief: “The old man stopped, looked at
them both wordlessly, lips shaking, eyes full of tears. Lipa got a piece of buckwheat pasty from her mother’s

bundle and gave it to him. He took it and started eating” (Oxford Chekhov 187).
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The Lish papers in the Lilly library contain two separate revisions of “The Bath.”
While critics have noted the differences between the various published versions, no
detailed study has yet been made between the first and the second revision, and of the
specific changes that Carver was willing to accept (CS 1000). On the 10" of July 1981 (two
days after the famous four-page letter attempting to cease publication) when Carver had
apparently accepted Lish’s edits, he was still urging his editor to reconsider some specific
changes:

Please look through the enclosed copy of WHAT WE TALK ABOUT, the entire

collection. You'll see that nearly all of the changes are small enough, but | think

they’re significant and they all can be found in the first edited ms version you sent

me . . . it's a question of reinstating some of those things that were taken out in

the second version . . . | feel strongly [that] some of those things taken out should
be back in the finished stories (10 July 1980).

In the margins of the typed letter, a little further down, he hand-wrote: ““The Bath’ which
was 15 pp in the 1** edited version, and now only 12. We might have lost too much in
those 3 pages.” A few days later, he made it clear that this was a deeply-felt request:
But do give those things a hard third or fourth look. My greatest fear is, or was,
having them too pared, and I’'m thinking of “Community Center” and “The Bath”
both of which lost several pages each in the second editing. | want that sense of

beauty and mystery they have now, but | don’t want to lose track, lose touch with
the little human connections | saw in the first version you sent me. (14 July 1980)

A closer look at the second revision of “The Bath” allows us to trace the changes Lish
made to the first revised version, to which Carver seems not to have objected. These
changes generally take the form of compression and deletion within paragraphs rather
than cutting large blocks of text in their entirety, but the cumulative effect is such that
Carver evidently felt the changes were excessive. Indeed, Lish edited out several
examples of what we might call “human connections,” moments in which the couple at

the story’s centre are granted expressions of empathy by minor characters. At one point,
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for example, a staff member at the hospital, described in Carver’s words as a “young
woman,” enters the room to take blood from the boy.

“l don’t understand this,” the mother said to the weman technician.
“Doctor’s orders,” the younrg-woeman technician said.“-de-what+m-teold-te-de-

trayandlefttheroom- (2nd Rewr/te)

The woman, as we see, is changed by Lish to a “technician,” and her concern for the boy

is removed.” Similarly, the editor altered the moment when the mother meets another

couple in the hospital who are waiting on their son:

The man shifted in his chair. He shook his head. Helesked-down-atthetableand
then-helooked backatthemother—He said, “Our Nelson, semebody-cuthim—They
say-he-was-just-standing-and-watehing—Were we're just hoping and praying.” He
gazed-atthemotherandtugged-onthebibethiscap- (2nd Rewrite)

The look or gaze, in Carver’s story, functions as a muted expression of sentiment, and
characters are shown seeking (and sometimes verbalising their desire for) understanding
and solace. In her comparison of the two previously published versions of the story,
Hallett presents the elliptical version of this passage as an example of the “miscued
actions and brief dialogue of non-sequiturs” that contribute to “textual dysfunction” and
pervasive sense of broken communication in “The Bath” (62). The mother’s concern is
shown elsewhere in the “version B” manuscript, as she follows the son’s trolley as he is
taken for more tests, and “stood beside the rolling thing and gazed at the sleeping boy.”
As he tended to do elsewhere, Lish removed moments where a character attempts to
reassure their partner: “When the woman could not wake the child, she hurried to the

telephone and called her husband at work. The man said to remain calm” (2nd Rewrite).

77
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During his second edit of the story, Lish also highlighted the sense of menace and
vague fear in “The Bath.” He removed the following sentence from the description of the
fatal accident:

The automobile that had struck the birthday boy had come to rest a hundred feet
farther on. A man in the driver’s seat sat looking back over his shoulder. When he
saw the birthday boy get back up to his feet, the driver put the car into gear and
drove away.

The driver thus disappears from the story and is changed from a character with
identifiable motivations to an unseen, menacing presence. The same process can be seen
with the character of the baker in the final lines of the story. In his second edit, Lish
removed three mentions of the “man” and made the character simply a “voice,” a
malevolent presence on the telephone:

“Yes,” she said. “This is Mrs. Weiss. Is it about Scotty?” she said.
“Scotty,” the mans voice said. #s It is about Scotty,” the voice said. #-haste-de

with-Seotty—yes—Have you forgotten all about Seetty2-him?” the-man-said-
And-then-the-man-hungup- (2nd Rewrite)

The sense of absent or failed connection is also evident in the relationship between the
central characters, the comatose boy’s parents. Lish removed several lines, for example,
in which the husband looks at the child and then stands beside the woman as they look
out the window. Another scene in which the couple watch their unconscious son in
hospital shows the way in which Lish subtly downplayed the connection between them:

The husband sat in the chair beside her. He wanted to say something else te
reassure-her—But-he-was—afraid-te but there was no saying what it should be. He
took her hand and put it in his lap;—anrd-this. This made him feel better-herhand
Bema-there Mo picked boherband angtust-held it it made him feel he was
saying something. They sat like that for a while, watching the boy, ard-not
talking. From time to time he squeezed her hand—Firaly—the-weman until she
Faek it herhand away andrebbed-hertomplos

“I've been praying,” she said. She-said—Maybe-if-you-prayed-too—shesaid
b

“Fve-already-prayed~ “Me too,” he said. I've been praying too,” he said.

- ’ ~ id- (2nd Rewrite)
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This moment serves as a genetic illustration of Saltzman’s 1988 observation that “every
extension of detail” in the story enhances its affective dimension and constitutes a
“development of the spiritual cost of the crisis” (144). The edits here subtly change the
nature of the characters’ actions — Carver’s version reveals the husband’s desire to
reassure his wife and the fact that he “held” her hand rather than simply placing it in his
lap. This moment, in the original, sets up a textual echo with the moment when the
narrator of “Beginners” holds his lover’s hand (CS 928); the removal of the final line here
(which is followed by a paragraph break) also removes the internal echo of the word
“good” with Carver’s original title. Lish’s additions here also create an intertextual link:
the line “But there was no saying what it should be” is almost identical to the final line of
the collection (“But then he could not think what it could possibly be” (CS 326)), a link
that creates an altogether different resonance suggesting a larger story of inarticulacy
and verbal failure in the collection.

Lish, in fact, also wrote the final line of this concluding story, “One More Thing.” In
Carver’s original, the narrator faces his wife and daughter as he is about to leave them
and attempts to utter words that will atone for his behaviour:

“I just want to say one more thing, Maxine. Listen to me. Remember this,” he said.

“I love you. | love you both no matter what happens. | love you too, Bea. | love

you both.” He stood there at the door and felt his lips begin to tingle as he looked

at them for what, he believed, might be the last time. “Good-bye,” he said . . .

“Is this what love is, L.D.?” she said, fixing her eyes on him. Her eyes were

terrible and deep, and he held them as long as he could (CS 953).

Lish removed everything after the first line here, and replaced it with the dry narratorial

comment “But then he could not think what it could possibly be.” Leypoldt takes this

moment as a prime example of the lack of self-knowledge and understanding to be found
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in WWTA'’s characters, and states that at the end of this story, “the reader is far ahead of

Carver’s character” (“Epiphanic Moments” 539).”

2.3.5 “Too abrupt?”: Rewriting “Tell the Women We’re Going”

“Tell the Women We're Going” was one of the first stories that Lish had advised Carver
on in the early days of their friendship. This is apparent from a letter he wrote shortly
after Lish had taken up his position at Esquire, in which he refers to the story’s earlier
title:
Thanks for the most careful look you gave ‘Friendship’. | went through it, pruning
hard and rewriting, then someone re-typing, and I’'m confident [it] is a much
better story. However it turns out there, thanks much for the intelligent

observations. Of course, mark the ms if you see something & think it’s worth the
trouble (n.d. Dec 1969)

In a letter written almost a year later in which he thanks Lish for his help, Carver writes
that he has “other stories coming in Northwest, Western Humanities, and Southwest that |
wish I'd had you look at beforehand” (12 Dec 1970): this may refer to “Friendship,”
published in summer 1971 in Sou’wester Literary Quarterly.” The story thus appeared in
print almost ten years before it was collected in WWTA.

The story follows two childhood friends, Bill and Jerry, as they leave a family picnic

to go drinking and pursue two young girls, with tragic consequences; while Bill is eager to

78 The ending, in fact, bears some resemblance to the sense of speechless paralysis present in some of
James Purdy’s stories, such as that afflicting the husband in “Don’t Call Me By My Right Name”: “He did not
know what to say. He felt anything he said might destroy his mind. He stood there with an insane
emptiness on his eyes and lips” (55). Sklenicka states, quoting a conversation with Lish, that he “was under
the influence of Paley and Purdy ‘in every respect’ and admired Purdy’s sense of ‘the dark, the unexplained,

the uncanny’” (215); the ending of WWTA represents a moment where this influence seems identifiable.

7 carver could also be referring to “The Lie,” which was published later the same year in the Winter 1971

issue of Sou’wester (CS 1007).
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return to his wife and children, Jerry’s behaviour becomes increasingly more sinister until,
in a gruesome finale, he rapes and kills one of the girls. “What’s noteworthy about the
story,” as Max observes of the version the author gave to Lish in 1980, “is the way Carver
makes a boring afternoon build to murder” (“Carver Chronicles” n.p.); the primary effect
of the narrative is the mounting tension of the pursuit and its uncertain outcome. We are
shown glimpses of Jerry’s rising frustration as he tries to “open it up” while driving on the
highway, and hints of the reasons behind his frustration: “His hair was beginning to
recede, just like his father’s, and he was getting heavy around the hips” (CS 832-835).
They follow two girls they encounter, and chase them in a manner that begins as
flirtatious and playful. The girls run in different directions and the men become separated.
The narrative focus then shifts to Jerry as he corners the girl and the implicit menace of
the story’s premise finally comes to the surface. Over several pages of scrupulous
description and dialogue, Jerry struggles with the girl, attempting to subdue and rape her,
and the violence here is described in unflinching detail: “When she tried to get to her feet
again, he picked up a rock and slammed it into her face. He actually heard her teeth and
bones crack, and blood came out between her lips” (842).*° A final section, lasting roughly
a page, depicts Bill’s arrival on the scene. We see his reflections and anxieties about the
situation — “he just wanted to round up Jerry, get back before it got any later” — and
follow his shock as he reaches the scene and the reality and magnitude of the crime sink
in. The final lines recall the story’s original title as Bill accepts the destruction of the men’s
friendship and experiences a sense of catharsis:

Bill felt the awful closeness of their two bodies, less than an arm’s length between.
Then the head came down on Bill’s shoulder. He raised his hand, and as if the

¥ The story is unusually violent for Carver’s work, and Capra Press’s Noel Young deemed it “too gruesome

for my quavering senses” when Carver submitted it for publication in 1977 (CS 1000).
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distance now separating them deserved at least this, he began to pat, to stroke the
other, while his own tears broke. (843-844)

When Lish edited the story for WWTA he cut it by fifty-five percent. His edit leaves out
many of the details that accumulate in the original and changes the final pages of the
story entirely. Here, the violence is contained in a few short lines which (as well as turning
a murder into a double murder) provide a shockingly blunt ending:
Bill took out a cigarette. But he could not get it lit. 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 supposed to be Bill’s (CS 264 g™ Rewrite]).

As Max observes, “The pursuit is eliminated: the violence now comes out of nowhere and
is almost hallucinogenic.” The story’s ending leaves the reader with a huge interpretive
gap as the shocking plot development is advanced in a single final line: Max suggests that
this story constitutes a “wholesale rewrite” (“Carver Chronicles” n.p.).

The difference between the version Carver gave to Lish — version A — and the
published version — version C — is clear, and the two can be read side by side in the
Collected Stories. However, as with the other examples here, an examination of the way
the story develops from version B — Lish’s first rewrite — to version C is illuminating, and is
absent from criticism thus far. For example, in his second rewrite, the editor removed
some of Bill's doubts: these function, in the original, partly in order for the reader to
recognise their own doubts about Jerry’s behaviour. In response to Jerry’s statement
“Guy’s got to get out . . . You know what | mean?,” the narrative shifts to Bill's thoughts,
which Lish edited as follows:

Bill wasntsure understood. He liked to get out with the guys from the plant for
the Friday night bowling league;anéd-he. He liked to stop off once or twice a week
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after work to have a few beers with Jack Broderickbut-heliked-beingat-home
tee- He knew a guy’s got to get out. (2nd Rewrite)

Bill's hesitancy is changed to unquestioning agreement, and the tone is changed to
stereotypical male interaction: in the margins beside this passage in his copy of WWTA,
Wallace wrote “vapid, regular” (WWTA, Wallace’s Copy 60). The Lishian repetition of a
particular phrase — “a guy’s got to get out” — suggests a sense of complicity on Bill’s part
(Max argues that in this edit, “Bill becomes just a passive companion to Jerry”). When the
men go to drink, Jerry asks the barman about the absence of girls from the bar, and Lish

llI

changed the barman’s response to a more vulgar innuendo: “Riley laughed. He said,
guess therejustaint-enough-to-go-around—beys— they're all in church praying for it.””
Beside this, Wallace wrote “nasty, sexual” (61). Towards the end of the story, during the
chase — which, in the final version, takes place obliquely in a couple of paragraphs — Lish
adds an expletive that shifts the tone suddenly: “Jerry said, “You go right and I'll go
straight. We'll cut them the cockteasers off.” Jerry said.” Wallace, underlining the final
two words here (“cockteasers off”), wrote “scary” in the margin (65).

Several reviewers singled out the story’s ending for comment, generally negative.
Houston’s review asserted that, “Carver resorts to a violence he hasn’t earned for an
ending, and comes near to breaking his own primal rule: ‘No tricks’” (24). Tim O’Brien’s
review presents the sudden, shocking violence at the end of the story as an example of a
moment which strains credibility: “the crime seems merely spontaneous, merely brutal,
merely stunning” (2). LeClair singled out the same story as a failure of style, claiming that
the attempt at a “dramatic ending” falls flat: “For Carver, simplicity works best at the low
end of the scale” (“Fiction Chronicle” 87). Wallace also had reservations about the

ending, it seems, as his comments in the margin have a critical tone that occurs nowhere

134



else in his annotations: he asks “Too abrupt?” and wonders “What in 1* section explains
the end?” (66). All of these criticisms are reactions to the work of the story’s editor rather

than its author.

e

Bill had just wanted to fuck. Or even

On the other hand, it was okay with hi

out.

/‘@’ He never knew what Jerry wanted.
; ended with a rock. Jerry used the same

y, first on the girl called Sharon and then ¢

o ¢ \supposed to be Bill’s.

Figure 3: one of Wallace’s annotations to “Tell the Women We’re Going”

The ending also emphasises another important aspect of Lish’s editing, namely the fact
that his edits of the stories were carried out in quick succession and serve to add a unified
feel to the collection. Sklenicka argues that Lish’s changes served to apply Poe’s famous

notion of the short story’s “unity of effect” to the collection as a whole, pointing to the

135



way the individual edits mesh with those of the surrounding stories and highlighting the
importance of the sequencing of the pieces. Specifically, she notes that:
Comparing the way Lish honed the endings of four stories from the middle of the
book — “The Bath,” “Tell the Women We’re Going,” “After the Denim,” and “So

Much Water So Close to Home” — reveals that in each case Lish’s version ends
with a held breath and suggestion of imminent violence (369).

While the phrasing of this is imprecise — in the story under discussion here, for example,
the violence is sudden and irrevocable rather than “imminent” — the point is a valid one.
Indeed, the ending of “Tell the Women We’re Going” is one of a number of moments in
the collection that prompt the close reader to detect an intratextual link.** The story is
one of two that close on the image of a rock, a link which emerged late in the editing
process. In his second edit of the story, Lish added the repetition of the word “rock,”
making it the focus of both of the final sentences: “He never knew what Jerry wanted.
But it started with the a rock. thatJerry—picked—up; Jerry used the same rock on both
girls, first Sharon and then the one that was suppesed going to be Bill's” (2nd Rewrite).
This echoes the ending of “Viewfinder,” the second story in the sequence. On the
printer’s manuscript of “Viewfinder,” Lish changed the final lines to repeat the name of
the object that the narrator throws from his rooftop: “Again! | screamed, and | grabbed
hold-ofanether took up another rock” (Printer’s Mss.). Here, thematic and acoustical
consecution is being introduced not only at the sentence and story level, but across the
collection as a whole.

The resonances between the stories in WWTA are thus very different from those

in Beginners, and while Carver seems to have mounted little resistance to the edits to

= Randolph Runyon traces links such as these in order to illuminate the internal “echoes” within each of
Carver’s collections: he notes Lish’s agency in the case of WWTA and acknowledges that in the case of

WYPBQP, his responsibility for these is still unclear (159-71).
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“Tell the Women We’re Going,” Sklenicka notes that his friend Donald Hall “especially
missed” the story’s ending, along with the endings of “If It Please You” and “A Small,
Good Thing,” offering to publish the earlier versions in an issue of Ploughshares that he
would soon edit (368-369).*” As Hall noticed, the endings of each of these stories, in
Carver’s originals, suggested moments of communion and reconciliation rather than
sudden violence. When Carver collected his stories in Where I’m Calling From in 1988, he

decided to omit “Tell the Women” from the volume entirely.

2.3.6 “A total rewrite”: Human Connection in “If It Please You”

Another story whose “human connections” Carver missed after the second round of edits
was called (at this stage) “Community Center.” Lish cut the 26-page manuscript by 63%,
removing the final six pages in his first round of edits (CS 1001). The story follows James
and Edith Packer as they attend a bingo game in their local community centre; James is

nie

frustrated at arriving late, already unsettled (“I don’t feel lucky””) and becomes
increasingly agitated as he sees a young “hippie” couple cheating during the game. During
the evening, Edith reveals that her iliness has returned (she tells her husband that she is
“spotting,” and he understands that this “might mean what they most feared”) and when
they return home, she sleeps while James finds himself alone with his fears. He begins to
knit (a hobby, we learn, that he took up when he quit drinking) and to reflect on his life.
His anger at the couple’s cheating dissipates as he considers their shared humanity — “He
and the hippie were in the same boat, he thought, but the hippie just didn’t know it yet”

—and he recalls the importance of prayer during the time when he was trying “to kick the

drink” (CS 845-863). In the final paragraphs, James receives a revelation of sorts — “He

*2 Only one of these — “A Small, Good Thing” — appeared, in 1982 (details of publication are given in the

Collected Stories (1010)).
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suddenly felt he had lived nearly his whole life without having ever once really stopped to
think about anything, and this came to him now as a terrible shock and increased his
feeling of unworthiness” — that prompts him to pray for “enlightenment” on his situation.
His prayers lead to an expansion of his vision:
He felt something stir inside him again. But it was not anger this time . . . He lay as
if waiting. Then something left him and something else took its place. He found
tears in his eyes. He began praying again, words and parts of speech piling up in a
torrent in his mind. He went slower. He put the words together, one after the
other, and prayed. This time he was able to include the girl and the hippie in his

prayers . .. “If it please you,” he said in the new prayers for all of them, the living
and the dead (CS 863).

The final lines here, of course, closely echo Joyce’s “The Dead” as the narrative focus
shifts dramatically from the specific to the general and the narrative consciousness moves
towards a moment of spiritual awareness. Speech and prayer lead to what seems like a
moment of redemption, and James’ urge to communicate leads to understanding and
release. Lish’s deletion of the final five pages removes this sense of release and leaves the
character arrested and frustrated. Stephen King singled this edit out for criticism in his
review of Beginners, arguing that “In the Lish-edited version, there are no prayers and
hence no epiphany — only a worried and resentful husband who wants to tell the
irritating hippies what happens ‘after the denim’, after the games. It’s a total rewrite, and
it’s a cheat” (n.p.).

As we have seen, Carver had singled out the story when reiterating his concerns
to Lish immediately after the second round of editing, noting that “my greatest fear is, or
was, having them too pared, and I'm thinking of “Community Center” and “The Bath”
both of which lost several pages each in the second editing” (14 July 1980). In November,
Lish came — at Carver and Gallagher’s invitation — to speak to Carver’s class at Syracuse,

and a letter written a few days after this suggests that the event had been a success:
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Carver writes that the visit was “extraordinary” and tells his editor that “I feel closer to
you than to my own brother.” However, it is clear that he was still bothered by some of
the changes, and again mentioned this story in particular:
| wish those few changes we looked at in the motel that afternoon could be
incorporated in the bound pages. I'm thinking particularly of the last sentence,

phrase, whatever, for “Community Center.” That gives the story its resonance. (22
Nov 1980)

Carver may be referring to the final sentence of Lish’s first edit, as James prepares to
begin knitting: “Then he set to work exactly where he’d left off.” Lish had removed this
sentence from the second edit, and the fact that he reinstated it in edits made on the
galleys suggests that he acceded to the author’s request here:
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 from under the desk and then
settled himself in his chair. He raised the lid of the basket and got out the metal
hoop. There was fresh white linen stretched across it. Now holding a tiny needle

to the light, James Packer stabbed at the eye with a length of blue silk thread.
Then he set to work exactly where he’d left off. (Printer’s Mss.)

The additional changes here, though, suggest that Lish did not feel himself to be closely
bound by the author’s wishes, and further changes to the second set of proofs show him
again returning to the final lines:

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 like the man on the keel. (Master Proofs)

III
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