
Fame is a bee. 
It has a song— 
It has a sting— 
Ah, too, it has a wing. 
 
Emily Dickinson 
 
 
 
For sale: baby shoes, never worn. 
 
Ernest Hemingway 
 
 
 
Jesus wept. 
 
John 11:35 (the death of Lazarus) 
 
 
 
from Flannery O’Connor, Mystery and Manners, “Writing Short Stories” 
 

A story is a complete dramatic action—and in good stories, the characters are shown 
through the action and the action is controlled through the characters, and the result of this is 
meaning that derives from the whole presented experience. I myself prefer to say that a story is a 
dramatic event that involves a person because he is a person, and a particular person—that is, 
because he shares in the general human condition and in some specific human situation. A story 
always involves, in a dramatic way, the mystery of personality. I lent some stories to a country 
lady who lives down the road from me, and when she returned them, she said, “Well, them stories 
just gone and shown you how some folks would do,” and I thought to myself that that was right; 
when you write stories, you have to be content to start exactly there—showing how some specific 
folks will do, will do in spite of everything. 

Now this is a very humble level to have to begin on, and most people who think they want 
to write stories are not willing to start there. They want to write about problems, not people; or 
about abstract issues, not concrete situations. They have an idea, or a feeling, or an overflowing 
ego, or they want to Be A Writer, or they want to give their wisdom to the world in a simple-
enough way for the world to be able to absorb it. In any case, they don’t have a story and they 
wouldn’t be willing to write it if they did; and in the absence of a story, they set out to find a 
theory or a formula or a technique. 

Now none of this is to say that when you write a story, you are supposed to forget or give 
up any moral position that you hold. Your beliefs will be the light by which you see, but they will 
not be what you see and they will not be a substitute for seeing. For the writer of fiction, 
everything else has its testing point in the eye, and the eye is an organ that eventually involves the 
whole personality, and as much of the world as can be got into it. It involves judgment. Judgment 
is something that begins in the act of vision, and when it does not, or when it becomes separated 
from vision, then confusion exists in the mind which transfers itself to the story. 

Fiction operates through the senses, and I think one reason that people find it so difficult 
to write stories is that they forget how much time and patience is require to convince through the 
senses. No reader who doesn’t actually experience, who isn’t made to feel, the story is going to 
believe anything the fiction writer merely tells him. The first and most obvious characteristic of 
fiction is that it deals with reality through what can be seen, heard, smelt, tasted, and touched. 

Fiction writing is very seldom a matter of saying things; it is a matter of 
showing things. 
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However, to say that fiction proceeds by the use of detail does not mean the simple, 
mechanical piling-up of detail. Detail has to be controlled by overall purpose, and every detail has 
to be put to work for you. Art is selective. What is there is essential and creates movement. 

Now all this requires time. A good short story should not have less meaning than a novel, 
nor should its action be less complete. Nothing essential to the main experience can be left out of 
a short story. All the action has to be satisfactorily accounted for in terms of motivation, and there 
has to be a beginning, a middle, and an end, though not necessarily in that order. 

Meaning is what keeps the short story from being short. I prefer to talk about the 
meaning in a story rather than the theme of a story. People talk about the theme of a story as if 
the theme were like the string that a sack of chicken feed is tied with. They think that if you can 
pick out the theme, the way you pick the right thread in the chicken-feed sack, you can rip the 
story open and feed the chickens. But this is not the way meaning works in fiction. 

When you can state the theme of a story, when you can separate it from the story itself, 
then you can be sure the story is not a very good one. The meaning of a story has to be embodied 
in it, has to be made concrete in it. A story is a way to say something that can’t be said any other 
way, and it takes every word in the story to say what the meaning is. You tell a story because a 
statement would be inadequate. When anybody asks what a story is about, the only proper thing 
is to tell him to read the story. The meaning of fiction is not abstract meaning but experienced 
meaning, and the purpose of making statements about the meaning of a story is only to help you 
to experience that meaning more fully. 

Fiction is an art that calls for the strictest attention to the real—whether the writer is 
writing a naturalistic story or a fantasy. I mean that we always begin with what is or with what has 
an eminent possibility of truth about it. Even when one writes a fantasy, reality is the proper basis 
of it. A thing is fantastic because it is so real, so real that it is fantastic. Graham Greene has said 
that he can’t write, “I stood over a bottomless pit,” because that couldn’t be true, or “Running 
down the stairs I jumped into a taxi,” because that couldn’t be true either. But Elizabeth Bowen 
can write about one of her characters that “she snatched at her hair as if she heard something in 
it,” because that is eminently possible. 

I would even go so far as to say that the person writing a fantasy has to be even more 
strictly attentive to the concrete detail than someone writing in a naturalistic vein—because the 
greater the story’s strain on the credulity, the more convincing the properties in it have to be. 

The peculiar problem of the short-story writer is how to make the action he describes 
reveal as much of the mystery of existence as possible. He has only a short space to do it in and he 
can’t do it by statement. He has to do it by showing, not by saying, and by showing the concrete—
so that his problem is really how to make the concrete work double time for him. 

In good fiction, certain of the details will tend to accumulate meaning from the action of 
the story itself, and when this happens they become symbolic in the way they work. 

The only way, I think, to learn to write short stories is to write them, and then to try to 
discover what you have done. The time to think of technique is when you’ve actually got the story 
in front of you. The teacher can help the student by looking at his individual work and trying to 
help him decide if he has written a complete story, one in which the action fully illuminates the 
meaning. 

There are two qualities that make fiction. One is the sense of mystery and the other is the 
sense of manners. You get the manners from the texture of existence that surrounds you. 

If you start with a real personality, a real character, then something is bound to happen; 
and you don’t have to know what before you begin. In fact it may be better if you don’t know what 
before you begin. You ought to be able to discover something from your stories. If you don’t, 
probably nobody else will. 
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