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ABSTRACT

The short stories of Raymond Carver, an essentiallyruatee writer, chart a forgotten yet significant trajegto
of American fiction. Understanding Carver is recognizitite elementary struggles of a lower middle class
American family and the sheer determination to succeed iorédaive world. His short stories are flashes ahadiacy
bringing home the ideas of penury, listlessness, failureoofmunication, unemployment and physical and emotional
tragedy. Reflecting the harrowingly mundane or absurdiotit other side of the global superpower America, Caver
short fiction is often associated with the term “dirtglie@m”. It should be further noted that the features correspgroi
this particular term such as literary minimalism, collogeral of language, lack of psychological introspection in
characters were denounced as superficial and non-litératye critics. In a nation dominated by literary gialike
Toni Morrison, Saul Bellow and others, Carver’s unetidgiedd prose portray a stark reference point to contesmpo
reality. Through my paper | would like to evaluate the domitiagines as well as the plethora of interesting chasacte
which he creates in his short stories.

KEYWORDS: Raymond Carver, Short Story, Domestic, RelationshipselDisillusionment
INTRODUCTION

Raymond Carver is a comparatively lesser known nartteeicanon of American literature. In the super continent
whose literature is dominated by giants like Toni Mswn, Saul Bellow, Thomas Pynchon and others, Carver duarts
underrated yet seminal trajectory of American fictitlmat of the short story. Carver situates himself firmithin a
tradition of short fiction that originated in the oralditeon and was modernized by Poe’s aesthetic patteinitige middle
of the nineteenth century and then not sufficiently documeintélde cultural space of American literature. His name
synonymous with the renaissance of the American show atwt providing a fresh perspective and voice to a hidher

ignored and submerged population.

Whereas, the work of writers such as Thomas Pynchon, ®@ethelme and others embodies the explosive
contradictions of the 1960s in all its fragmentation, susesaind carnival atmosphere, Carver embodies the muted mood
of America in the 1970s. The 70s were a time of widead cultural malaise in America, a moment when tleatgr
collective promise of the New World appeared to be failfiithe embattled, heroic self-assertion of a Pynchon proves
impossible to sustain, instead literary art turns tanamersion in the ordinary...” (Lainsbury 8). Carver'stiey world is
filled with these so called ordinary people grapplinghwdin essentially ordinary world which nevertheless #tilils
necessary ammunition to befuddle them. “Post war Amesiceere told to put their faith in materialism, and when

prosperity began to wane, they found they had no spiriésalrces to sustain them.” (Lainsbury 9).
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Carver’s short fiction hints at this acute spiritual disionment and the more tangible forms affecting the social
fabric- poverty, unemployment, disenfranchisement, hopelessmes ensuing alcoholism. James Atlas in his review of
What We Talk About When We Talk About Lstaées, “The barren idiom of our time is an idiom of rafua repudiation
of the idea of greatness.” (Atlas 98). In fact, thisswehat some of the critics of Carver complained about; dhate
accomplishing was projecting to the rest of the worldi¢heble condition of most of the people living in Ameritereby
destabilising the myth of America as the supreme natidnfimite bliss. Frank Lentrichhia dismisses Carven'sas “a
minor, apolitical, domestic fiction of the triumphs aagdonies of autonomous private individuals operating the teriva
sector.” He argues that the main line of Americarrdiire from Emerson to Pynchon and DelLillo is political levitihe
domestic realism of Carver represents “the soft hushamderbelly of American literature.” (Lainsbury 2-8arver
deliberately disassociates himself from the so cafietitical literature and instead focuses on the polifieaning
everyday life. In fact, in his interviews with John Altdmre vehemently refuses to be regarded as an intelletabh
political commentator.

Carver’'s choice of the short story as an effective toolifing fiction is a deliberate decision. In one of his
interviews he states:

...So | suppose | was drawn to the form, and | mean thétygref both poetry and short fiction from the
beginning. Also, poetry and short fiction seemed to be thingsild get done in a reasonable period of
time. When | started out as a writer, | was moving arcahat, and there were daily distractions, weird
jobs, family responsibilities. My life seemed very ftagso | wanted to be able to start something that |
felt | had a reasonable chance of seeing my way throufihish which meant | needed to finish things

in a hurry, a short period of time... (McCaffery 238).

Carver’s choice of the short story as the predominant mbdeeative expression was not an indulgence but a
compulsion. The short story is best suited to expres&thaperate” situation of the characters which frequentittier.
In the same interview he talks about inhabiting the same i@dgsgiving conditions and identifying with the financial and
moral obligations and responsibilities of this “very populous studtum of American life.” Kasia Boddy writes “Carve
renounces the integration and casual narrative structutbeofraditional novel in favour of the open-endedness and
indeterminacy of the short story as a means of expressirgxgiegience of sheer accident that dominates the livass of
protagonists.” (108). The pithiness of short story, thus, thesoan elaborate metaphor coinciding with the inevitable
brevity of the contemporary American life and all regaphernalia associated with it. In a similar veirs gaper would
try to examine Carver's second short story collectighat We Talk About When We Talk About Leéch received
nationwide adulation especially for its conciseness whigntually led to Carver being associated with the phenomenon

of literary minimalism which he, however, loathed asiawholesome and vexing “tag”.

...in retrospect he found the pared-down story texts aesthgtimsatisfying, especially after reviewers
began dubbing him a literary “minimalist.” The connotations tbie word troubled him.
“There’s something about ‘minimalist’ that smacks of smalnef vision and execution that | don'’t
like,” he told Mona Simpson. (Stull 70).

As the title suggest¥Vhat We Talk About When We Talk About Liyelltimately about love. Each of the stories

in this collection deals with a specific experience of lowaving either positive or negative connotations.
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Inalienably associated with love is the idea of marridgmilial ties and domesticity. In Carver's disgruntlediverse,
however, love is hardly a liberating influence. Mostlhyndsedives into claustrophobic inescapable scenarios branching
further into tragedy. Marriage is equivalent to a natiomwithlady, an unavoidable epidemic which grips every iddal

at random phases of one’s life. “Residing in the fofrhavdscrabble domesticity, Carver's marriages arestaied-down
models representing larger, rather more terrifying ijoslibr anti-politics: models reflecting, in human form,

the arbitrariness and caprice and chaos of the world inhvthe&y are rooted.” (Nesset 294).

One of the initial explorations into the politics of marriag¢ghrough the house/home dichotomy. In the very first
story “Why Don’t You Dance?” the readers are introduted yard sale occurring simultaneously with the breakdofv
marriage. As the husband piles items intimately assatiaith the marital life on to his yard, that is, ddésthe domestic
sphere, the ‘home’ transforms into a mere ‘house’. Mentionlghalso be made of the exquisite detail with which &arv
describes the scene in which mundane images conform into sogtaietaphors. “The bed” associated with the idea of
‘home’ is significant in this aspect. The husband reminissem@bout “his side, her side” and is finally relieved when
“all the stuff was out of the house”. The breakdown of a @iatiip is immediately juxtaposed with the beginning of one
in which a pair of newlyweds act as voyeurs to this itdigi unspoken drama and enter the scene with all theietdaiv
“The girl sat on the bed. She pushed off her shoes anddel. [She thought she could see a star.” (Carver 4).
The heartrending optimism of the “star” will eventualppple down into despair and the cyclical pattern will keep on

continuing.

Another significant theme is the breakdown of commurdcatianguage and its insuffiency is a major concern in
Carver’s stories. Mostly the characters are unabéxpress what they want to say, the dialogues hang inimieinaing
an ominous gloom to the scene. Carver had spoken about the liglpEbihe scenes in one of his interviews. This

particular linguistic lack, thus, becomes a predominant deéeipeovide a touch of realism to the fiction.

They talk, however unsuccessfully... They employ both theitidsoand tongues in efforts to find
themselves again, struggling to reassemble the bits auspof their tattered identities-and they
continue struggling, even as their bodies get them into lepahd as their tongues, taking them forever

in circles, fall silent. (Nesset 295).

One of the most beautiful explorations of the inherent inadimn of human beings is presented in the story
“What We Talk About When We Talk About Love” in which, two couplengage in a conversation about love.
It is significant to note that none of the individuals aréit in a position to offer an actual definition of what elyalcive
means to him or her. Being educated and accomplished, edwhfour feel they are capable of evocating their cdeai

of the truest and the most selfless form of love by providicamples from their own lives.

The more these characters talk about love, the less #&ythfey know, so that rather than moving
towards understanding, they are eased by the growing darkmesthe guzzled alcohol into nearly
stupefied befuddlement. Yet witnessing the process ldslseader, remarkably, to genuine insight.
(Stonehill 76).

This particular short story is also a representatiothefact of storytelling itself. Each of the four cluieas
transforms into short term narrators and even intesraptl adds on to the flow of narratives. The readers aoglinted to

different expressions of love either through possessiamnitysor indivisible companionship, self-annihilating leioce or
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self-sustaining togetherness. The vehemence of the opinions shiaeldmprecision of the words as the conversation

eventually drips down to ineffectual small talk. The gtends with the most famous quote of Raymond Carver,

“I could hear my heart beating. | could hear everyoheart. | could hear the human noise we sat there makingnaatf

us moving, not even when the room went dark.” (129). The pseu@tedetv love remains unresolved because language is

ultimately dismally unequipped to explain and analyse thengibyof the simple sound of a beating heart.

A predominant image related to marriage, relationshipfamily is that of the baby. Two stories in the coliest
appear one after the other and are illuminating in thegitioning. “Popular Mechanics” is a mere two and a paffe
story depicting the quarrel between a husband and wife. Jdreeness of the story is directly proportional tosihéden
horrifying end. The husband is in the process of leavingehand the wife is distraught. Suddenly the attention veers
towards the baby and what ensues is a tug of war wittbabg as the prize. The story ends with the shocking lines
“She caught the baby around the wrist and leaned back... He fddakeslipping out of his hands and pulled back very
hard. In this manner, the issue was decided.” (105). The babybe assumed to be a symbolic representation of
the diminishing past which neither of them want to lose eltas the future which might be an escape from the datspe
conditions. The baby can also mean an object to possesder to authenticate their respective egos.

The baby, as the point of discord is also present in the stery “Everything Stuck To Him”. This story is
the only heartwarming story providing a glimpse of harmangl happiness in an otherwise bleak world. This story also
has the most number of autobiographical references. It sadather recounting a particular episode of his youthigo
grown-up daughter. The father is wary about launching on the pake ofarrator because he feels her attention might
waver. What follows is a poignant slice of domesticity meha pair of teenage husband and wife is struggling with their
baby girl. As opposed to the previous story, the tone igifafy more optimistic and the baby is the source of bliss,
however short-lived it might be. The mundane struggles of/tlieg couple accelerate when the baby suddenly falls ill
leading to a high drama lover’s tiff with the hero stongpout of the house. Immediately, however, he returnstbHis
wife and child peacefully asleep. The main reasohefdiscord, thus, rendered moot, he enters into a compramisghe
into a heartfelt apology, “They had laughed. They had kanecach other and laughed until the tears come” (113).

CONCULSIONS

Reading Raymond Carver is an attempt to comprehend the msbtdéthuman experience. His short narratives
provide an excellent framework where interactions or tble ¢d those carry the story forward. Carver's shastist are an
attempt to evoke the inevitable monotony which characterlzegaily lives of ordinary people or the propensity for
violence which each is capable of. Love in its most basiglamead and fundamental form is explored in this particular
collection. Love is expressed neither through elaborastuges nor perfectly articulate speeches but thrdugttandid
image of a young couple watching the street togethersonple line like, “Come... sit with me”. Carveri&@hat We Talk
About When We Talk About Lagefinally a direct question posed to the readers to enat® and if possible elucidate all
the innumerable things attached to the exploration of sometbielgmental and as essentially complicated as love.
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