Raymond Carver, Cathedral (1984)

Ray Carver (1938-1988) was born in Clatskanie, Oregon, and grew up in Yakima, Washington; he graduated from Humboldt State College, California, and studied at Univ. Iowa.  Carver married Ella Casey in 1957 and held low-level jobs.  At age nineteen, as he says in Fires, he was married, a father of two children, working as a janitor and a stock-boy.  "The time came and went when everything my wife and I held sacred, or considered worthy of respect, every spiritual value, crumbled away.  Something terrible had happened to us....We couldn't fully comprehend what had happened."  He attended Chico State (1959), where he studied writing under John Gardner.  He worked as textbook editor and taught in high school.  Carver received an N.E.A. Award and Guggenheim Fellowship in 1970.  An alcoholic, he stopped drinking in 1977.  Carver taught at Syracuse 1980-83.  In 1983 he received an American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters Award.  Tess Gallagher was central to his life in his final decade; she has edited many Carver works and written about him extensively.  Carver published Will You Be Quiet, Please (1976) and What We Talked about when We Talked about Love, edited by Gordon Lich (1981).  In 1982 Carver wrote "Cathedral": "There is definitely a change going on in my writing and I'm glad of it.  It happened when I wrote the story ‘Cathedral.'  I date the change from that story."; other works include Fires (1983), Cathedral (1984), and where I'm calling from (1988).

Carver on the Art of Fiction

"Art is not self-expression, it's communication."

"Get in, get out.  Don't linger.  Go on."  "No tricks." 

"To write a novel, it seemed to me, a writer should be living in a word that makes sense, a world that the writer can believe in, draw a bead on, and then write about accurately."

Carver agrees with V.S. Pritchett's definition of the short story: "something glimpsed from the corner of the eye, in passing."  Carver stressed glimpsed.  "The short story writer's task is to invest the glimpse with all that is in his power."

"It's possible, in a poem or short story, to write about commonplace things and objects using commonplace but precise language, and to endow those things -- a chair, a window curtain, a fork, a stone, a woman's earring -- with immense, even startling power."

"Almost all the characters in my stories come to the point where they realize that compromise, giving in, plays a major role in their lives.  Then one single moment of revelation disrupts the pattern of their daily lives.  It's a fleeting moment during which they don't want to compromise anymore.  And afterwards they realize that nothing ever really changes."

“The real experimenters have to Make It New, as Pound urged, and in the process to find things out for themselves.  But if writers haven’t taken leave of their senses, they also want to stay in touch with us, they want to carry news from their world to ours.”

“I think a little menace is fine to have in a story….The world is a menacing place for many people in my stories….The people I’ve chosen to write about do feel menace, and I think many, if not most people feel the world is a menacing place. ”

“In the best fiction the central character, the hero or heroine, is also the ‘moved’ character, the one to whom something happens in the story that makes a difference.  Something happens that changes the way that character looks at himself and hence the world.”

Tolstoy complained that Chekhov's characters (like Carver's) only "take you...from the sofa to the junk room and back."  Chekhov, unlike Tolstoy, did not believe in an afterlife and lacked a philosophy, "so I'll have to limit myself to the description of how my heroes love, marry, give birth, die, and how they speak." – from "Errand"
