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WILLIAM FOSTER-HARRIS, along with Walter S. Campbell, created one of the most effective writer-training courses of all time.

While Campbell emphasized students take an analytical approach to learning their craft by studying published works, Harris taught students to listen to the feelings of their inner muse, and look for story inspiration everywhere in the world around them.

As Goldie Capers Smith regaled in an article of Oklahoma Today,


He believed that an author doesn't need to present something new and startling. "Readers are like patrons of a burlesque show. You must give them old jokes, or they won't recognize them as jokes." And he cautions, "Don't ever be subtle in a story or it won't sell."

Plotting, which many beginners find the bugaboo of writing, Professor Harris considers no problem at all. “The way to catch a plot,” he explains, “is the way to catch a woman. Pretend not to be interested.” The student who complains that it is impossible to find a new plot because all the plots have been used, he tells, “You don’t need a new plot. Just put a little parsley on the same old dish!”



Harris worked with his students from his understanding of Aristotle. And yet insisted their originality trumped simply dull rewritings of classic texts.

Like Campbell, he was already an accomplished writer before he joined the OU writing program as a professor. And like Campbell, he considered that graduates should write articles and stories that would sell as their profession. It was not a degree program, nor were their rewards or a university magazine to publish their works in gratis acknowledgement. The curriculum was bare-bones practical.

What you won't find in Harris' two textbooks is any mention of “genre” or “tropes” or “writing to market”. He taught simply that the classic structures of plotting and fiction writing held just as true today as they had throughout literature's published history – ever since the Greeks.

His students were successful, because they were taught and coached into writing effectively – to achieve the working viewpoint synthesis of the writer, reader, and character becoming one through the experience of that story. And through that writer's mastery of story craft.

Dwight V. Swain joined the program in 1952. His contribution was through his experience in film scriptwriting, as well as extensive published work in pulp fiction.

In this book, you are taken back to those days of an old Indian Country university, where two Oklahoma natives brought their proved skills as published writers to a diverse set of students in a small college town, passing that Professional Writer torch.

I hope to enable your understanding of the classic basics so that you too can stand on these giant's shoulders to see, find, and write the stories you were always meant to publish – with a shorter runway to professional status and income.

Robert C. Worstell

Summer 2024
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BY WILLIAM FOSTER HARRIS

Apologia pro Vita Mea

DEAR EDITOR:

You have told me to avoid an introduction, since to do so is to follow the modern way for both writers and readers. But instinct tells me that the old, traditional way is perhaps best – at least in this instance. It is bad enough to dress an old idea in new clothes, but to offer a new idea in new clothes requires forewarning.

And you have told me to use logical organization. But I don’t like what passes for logic today, nor can I ﬁnd any use for it in giving to others what I have practiced myself, namely, the methods for writing ﬁction that sells. In all truth, I have taught students most illogically, and with similar irreverence for logic they have sold, surprisingly, to all kinds of markets, both high and low. I can claim only the pragmatic sanction.

This way works. And, after all, what is logic? “Logic,” says John Stuart Mill, “is not the science of belief, but the science of proof.” In ﬁction, we are not concerned with proving anything. If we were, the result might not – probably would not – be ﬁction. I exclude from this, of course, the, classic syllogisms in the conversations on foreign language between Huck Finn and Miss Watson’s Nigger Jim.

If this book proves to be the simplest one on ﬁction writing you have ever read, I shall be glad. For twenty years I have been reading about ﬁction formulas. Sad to relate, however, I have never been able to ﬁnd the formulas themselves in the dissertations of others. I used to think that my failure to get at the formulas was due to my ignorance of the differential calculus in which other analysts wrote. But when I asked them about the applications of a simpler mathematics – one plus one – they seemed not to know. It was a shock.

Well, here the formulas are. This, insofar as I have been able to determine, is the ﬁrst book to state them in the baldest, simplest form to which they can be reduced.

If you were able to master ﬁrst-grade arithmetic, you can master these equations. You can not only see them for yourself, but you can pull them out of nine-tenths of the modern short ﬁction you read. I have not only made them as simple as 1+ 1 = 2, I have made them 1 + 1 = 2!

Here, also for the ﬁrst time, is the way that must be followed in creating a story. This. way is, of course, somewhat more difﬁcult to master and make your own than is the mere recognition of ﬁction formulas. Yet, it is no more difficult to apply than it is to apply schoolroom arithmetic to the real problems for which arithmetic was devised. I will admit frankly that there are other ways, just as there are other arithmetics and other geometries. But this one is, I believe, the simplest thus far.

I have included other information which will be useful, I trust, even though it may not be unique, to the end that this book may be as complete a manual as possible for beginning writers. And perhaps I had better add one ﬁnal warning – on style.

Book editors (you among them) are logical and objective in their thinking. Very well. But this book is deliberately not logical or objective. You may be somewhat puzzled about its style until the way begins to be apparent. The idea is, you supply the patience, I supply the way. Or would you call it waywardness?

My task has been to turn the natural order of objective exposition inside out and backwards, so that, with persistence, the student eventually will learn this way of ﬁction. The method is analogous to, and quite as easy as, the procedure followed by an editor or printer in reading type: he sees it reversed and upside down in type galleys or forms. Having OK’d it, he knows that the ultimate reader will ﬁnd it right side up, forward and correct on the printed page. The writer faces the ,same general problem.

He must realize that writing is the opposite of reading. As writer, he is just the reverse of the reader. To do his writing job properly, he must learn to “see” the story in reverse, just as an editor or printer must learn to read type direct.

This, I hope, will clarify my use of ﬁctional method in a strictly expository book. It may prove to be a highly useful overtone, revealing by its example a good deal of the technique that is ﬁction writing.

And any reader I suppose, will realize that I deal principally with the short story. Simply because that is now the basic form of ﬁction.

Foster-Harris

NORMAN, OKLAHOMA

JUNE 5, 1944


I –  What A Story Is



Then to the rolling Heav’n itself I cried,

Asking, “What lamp had Destiny to guide

Her little Children stumbling in the Dark?” 

“And A blind understanding!” Heav’n replied.

RUBAIYAT OF OMAR KHAYYAM



A MODERN SHORT STORY is a solved illustration of a problem in moral arithmetic.

It is a parable depicting applied moral principles, just as in the parables of the Bible. Its basic pattern ordinarily is a simple arithmetical equation. Usually this equation is no more elaborate than 1 + 1 = 2, or 1 - 1 = 0, the very ﬁrst patterns for solving problems in tangible things that you learned in ﬁrst-grade arithmetic. Its so-called “unity,” or “uniﬁed effect,” is obtained simply by sticking to the statement and solution of the problem at hand, obtaining a correct, unit-sum answer.

The reader is satisﬁed by a good story in precisely the same way you are satisﬁed when someone begins by saying, “Now I am going to try to add one and one,” then writes down 1 + 1 = ? then ﬁnally substitutes for the question mark the answer, 2.

If our imaginary mathematician had followed his opening statement of the problem by writing down 1 + 14 - 37 + 4 goats + 3.1416, undoubtedly you would have begun to suspect that he knew not whereof he spoke.

And if he had then obtained an “answer” of 17 cows, or 7pi-squared, or even 2, you would have felt a certain dissatisfaction with the proceedings. No? Why?

Why? Because you know instinctively by now the right way to set up a 1 + 1 = ? problem, and you know also the right answer. You were caught at the tender age of six or thereabouts and taught the patterns and tenets of the arithmetical faith. And now, in your old age, you neither question nor depart therefrom.

Down underneath, you also know the “right” and “wrong” of a story, too, else you would not know whether the story pleased you. True, you may not know just why you are pleased or displeased. You have not been taught ﬁctional arithmetic as you have been taught factual ﬁgures. But they are so similar, these two kinds of arithmetic, that once you have caught the idea, it is as easy for you to “see” the pattern in correct ﬁction as it is in common problems in real things.

To make the transfer from ordinary arithmetic to the ﬁctional kind, we should be sure that we agree on what ordinary arithmetic is and how we use it.

What is a number, by the way? When you write a “1,” what do you mean?

A number is an abstraction of a real thing, or a sum of similar real things. Since, obviously, there cannot be an abstract “real” thing, that is apparently foolishness to begin with. But “impossible” or not, through experience we have discovered that there is a validity and worth to arithmetic. You believe it. And you believe so implicitly that, with it, you produce quite satisfactory works. Yet consider, please, what your ﬁrst-grade teacher really did when she inculcated in you this perfect faith:

Starting to teach the ﬁrst equation of mathematics, 1 + 1 = 2, she knew very well that six-year-old minds could not grasp any such concept as that of a real nothing, an abstract tangibility. So she illustrated her intangible equation with tangible things – apples, for familiar example. She placed two apples on the desk and said brightly, “Look, now, children! One apple [touching one] plus one apple [touching the other] equals two apples [holding them both up together].” Ah, yes. But it is not so! You will have noticed that, ﬁrst, she said, at least by implication, that any one apple plus my one apple exactly equals any two apples. But, if you try trading two little ones for two big ones down at your fruit stand, you will quickly discover reality.

Further, and still worse, the “2” answer is not two separate “1” apples. Instead, it is a unit, an amalgamation by some sort of magic, of the two “1” apples into a single apple of the “2” order – a unit apple, that is, twice as big, as luscious, as colorful, and as tasty as either of the “1” apples. Can you really do that with real apples?

You cannot, and you know it, despite your persistent feeling that, nevertheless, I am talking nonsense. Captured at the age of six and taught the arithmetical faith all through the years, you just will believe, despite and regardless. And you are right! Intuitively or otherwise, you know that I am confusing pattern and problem, mixing up my tools and the particular job at hand. You realize that “1 + 1 = 2” is not inherently linked with apples or elephants or anything else real; that, aside from being so many marks on blackboard or paper, the equation has no tangible reality.

Instead, it's just a method, a pattern, a way of seeing and solving certain problems concerned with real things.

It works quite well. But nevertheless, what you apply at the “equals” sign, the principle of addition, you take on blind faith. You have never, nor will you ever, see two real “1” apples actually merged into one real “2” apple.

Perhaps you have never before appreciated what a godlike contribution the men who originated addition and subtraction made to human progress. They gave us a mental tool, an invisible yet potent way that is magniﬁcent in its simplicity, effectiveness, and potentialities. And this idea, please note, is an intangible – something not to be seen as you see the apples. And now, if you still have not quite fathomed what I am driving at, then read once more what I have said about the apples and equations.

Now let us transfer this identical mathematical idea to the problems of ﬁction.

At least three-fourths of all modern, commercial short ﬁction and a thundering percentage of the longer stories, too, are written on an elementary 1 + 1 = 2 or a 1 - 1 = 0 pattern. Presently, as you grasp the idea, you may prove this for yourself. The 1 + 1 equation is the popular, or “happy-ending,” pattern quite sensibly. preferred by at least two-thirds of your potential ﬁction markets. (including all the highest paying ones), while 1 - 1 is the usual level of erudition displayed in the so-called quality” magazines.

Practically all ﬁction writers work by ear, of course, and so may resent my assertion that they do use formulas, indeed, formulas ordinarily as simple as 1 + 1 and 1 - 1. Yet, the truth of this analysis is easily determinable. Here is how you go about it: Since fiction is not concerned with real things at all, but instead with the emotions arising from these things (and people, too, of course), you begin by substituting for abstractions of objective things (corresponding to the numbers in an arithmetical equation) the almost equally abstract names of subjective things, that is, emotions or emotional states.

Thus, in place of “real” arithmetic is 1 - 1 = ?, you may have, for example, the good ﬁctional problem, love + horror = ?

Or, perhaps you may decide to make your problem security + love = ? Or gratitude + hate = ? Or selﬁshness + love; or mother love + patriotism (love of country ) . Or any of an almost inﬁnite number of other possible combinations.

You must remember that, in addition to the simple emotions, love, hate, fear, courage, and so on, you have a truly tremendous spread of conditioned emotions. Sacred love + profane love = ?, for illustration, is a venerable love-story formula – a conﬂict between two kinds of the same emotion, namely love. Or our security + love formula above is really a conditioned emotional conﬂict between love of safety and romantic love. Mother love + patriotism is another such. To make a strong story, you need a strong conﬂict between two emotions. But remembering that, you can match simple emotions against simple ones, conditioned emotions against conditioned ones, or simple against conditioned. It will still be story.

To make this formula idea even more simple, you may read the plus or minus sign between your two factors simply as “versus,” if you wish. But I like the arithmetical signs better. After all, arithmetical signs not only indicate that there is a problem – a conﬂict between the two factors they link – but they also state the nature of the problem and forecast the outcome.

That ﬁctional “answer,” by the way, ordinarily is a truly ineffable condition, I mean, which we know very well but simply cannot put into sharply deﬁnitive words.

In the happy-ending, “plus” story, it is ecstasy, complete satisfaction, ﬁnal adjustment, the goal, nirvana, heaven, or whatever similar term you care to use. In the “minus” story, it is Hades, purgatory, ﬁtting punishment – or any similar term you prefer. I have not tried to coin any ﬁctional equivalents of the arithmetical “sum” for addition and “remainder” for subtraction.

In our current state of highly scientiﬁc materialism, we almost never encounter ﬁction which applies a formula more complicated than simple addition or subtraction, so plus and minus are all we shall use here. There are stories in which a sort of rudimentary multiplication or division can be detected, but they are so rare, abstruse, or generally unpopular that we may safely ignore them. Not one selling writer in a score ever uses – or perhaps even knows – more than simple plus and minus, while many writers, even famous ones, never learn but the one or the other. You do not have to know much mathematics to be an author.

But notice, particularly at this point, that our ﬁctional equation – piety + parental love =? for example – does not immediately and inevitably suggest any particular people, places, or circumstances. Any more than “1 + 1 = ?” inevitably refers to apples and the teacher’s desk. Nor is this equation, in the active sense, the solution of any real problem to which it may be applied.

Instead, it is simply the pattern, the set way, whereby a living person may work out an appropriate problem with which he is confronted. Fictional formula, I mean, no more ﬁnds the problems for you and solves them while you sleep than “1 + 1 = 2” ﬁnds oranges or anything else and automatically adds them up without effort on your part.

In ﬁctional as in real arithmetic, your equations are simply your tools, and you must do the work with them yourself.

Now to set up our problems, piety + parental love = ?, so that we may “see” it. We have to give form to our abstractions with apples, better still, with “real” people and “real” things.

“Johnny went to the store and the grocer gave him a nice, shiny apple. Oh, wasn’t Johnny pleased! Then the butcher gave him an apple, too. How many apples did Johnny have?” It’s a parable illustrating, to the best of our human ability, one of the great eternal principles that cannot be put exactly in words, one of the ineffable ways that cannot be named. We do the same with our ﬁction problem.

A Story Equation From Abraham

I HAVE CHOSEN FOR MY illustrating equation perhaps the ﬁnest example of the 1 +1 = 2 story we have in literature, the twenty-second chapter of Genesis. This, if you are old-fashioned enough to remember it, relates the testing of Abraham by the Lord.

And it came to pass after these things, that God did tempt Abraham, and said unto him, Abraham: and he said, Behold, here I am.

And he said, Take now thy son, thine only son Isaac, whom thou lovest, and get thee into the land of Moriah; and offer him there for a burnt offering upon one of the mountains which I will tell thee of.

Thus was Abraham inescapably confronted with his story problem, his equation: piety + parental love = ?

He was devout, pious, he loved the Lord. Aye, but also he loved his son, the only son he had. Caught on the merciless horns of a dilemma, it now seemed unavoidable that he must either disobey, and bring down upon himself the wrath of the Lord, or slay his own son.

He must somehow deal with that conﬂict by his own decision and action. For in his own breast, beyond all evasion, he had both love of the Lord and love of his son.

What did he decide and do?

He did precisely what you do when you solve 1 + 1 = ? in ordinary arithmetic.

He, like you in arithmetic, had been taught to keep the faith. He had been taught that when a choice must be made between obeying God or following the contrary directions of anyone or anything else, even one’s own heart, the only “right” course is to obey God. He did what he had been taught was “right,” with the same complete, unquestioning faith you show when you write a "2" after 1 + 1 =

He obeyed the Lord. And then what happened?

He arrived at the “right,” satisfying, unit answer, just as you do when you faithfully and correctly apply the principles of addition. Just before it was too late, there on the mountain, the Lord spoke again: And he said, Lay not thine hand upon the lad, neither do thou anything unto him: for now I know that thou fairest God, seeing thou hast not withheld thy son, thine only son from me.

And Abraham lifted up his eyes, and looked, and behold behind him a ram caught in a thicket by his horns: and Abraham went and took the ram, and offered him up for a burnt offering in the stead of his son.

Abraham, that is, keeps both his son and his place in the Lord’s affection. He leaves the mount of sacriﬁce with his two once apparently conﬂicting emotions added together, himself exalted by his God and his arms about his living son. Nor is even this all his reward, his “answer,” for his. supreme devotion to righteousness.

Still further, the Lord promises to multiply his seed, “as the stars of the heaven.”

And the equation balances. For the supreme sacriﬁce, the supreme reward. For applying in blind, unquestioning faith the “right” principle, the “right” answer. And further, plainly this is a happy-ending, addition story; for as Abraham leaves the scene, has not his stature been added to? He is a bigger, greater character at the end than at the beginning.

Note now in passing that reasoning, as we have been taught to understand the term, does not enter into the solution of this problem at all. Abraham does not and cannot “reason” his way out of his dilemma, he does not rationalize his problem. He does what he feels is right. Story decisions and actions very seldom are based on reason. Almost always they are intuitive, just as here.

Whatever part human reason plays in real life (and there are those of us who maintain it is blessed little) in ﬁction it is far less important. Fiction is made of the bright, subjective fabric of dreams, of the stuff of that luminous world in which the impossible can happen, and does. And one’s dreams – they are not of dead, dull facts and even deader reasoning – rather they are almost pure emotion, darkened only by the thinnest ﬁlm of that drab stuff, reality, which ﬁlls almost all our waking hours. This needs to be remembered: Feel, don’t reason, your way through a story!

A Story Equation From Eve

NOW LET US EXAMINE the 1 - 1 = ? formula.

Suppose we make it love of god - love of worldly wisdom = ? A problem of conditioned loves, in other words, sacred and profane. And once again, our equation probably suggests nothing to you – nothing at least until we clothe it with those real apples and people again. Or, rather, supply it with unclothed people, and apples and conditions quite too perfect to seem real. This is the formula of our Number One 1 - 1 story, the tale of Adam and Eve.

It is Eve’s story, obviously, for these conﬂicting emotions must be in the same living breast, entertained simultaneously by one character. And in this the problem is the same as that of the small boy who must learn to add or subtract 1 and 1 by himself.

You enhance and intensify the struggle by bringing in outside aids and allies on each side. That is, the serpent comes in to whisper to Eve to do the wrong thing, while Adam, presumably, exhorts her to do right. But you may not correctly place one of the contending emotions in the breast of one character and the other in another’s.

Don’t isolate your emotions so they can’t ﬁght. The suspense of a short story comes almost altogether from the sensed struggle inside the one principal character.

Will Eve listen to the wily serpent and eat of the tree of knowledge? Or will she obey the Lord and not eat? Place these antagonistic desires in the one arena of the character’s breast, and make them ﬁght!

All main characters in a correct story, incidentally, must each have his or her own particular internal struggle, else the characters never live. Conﬂict creates character.

We shall go into this at length in the chapter on character.

But at this point the ﬁrst thing to realize is that, unless you intend writing a whole book, obviously you cannot follow in detail all the windings of all these different characters and their different conﬂicts.

You have to pick out one to emphasize while merely sketching in the others. Each of the characters has his own story, and you twist stories and characters together as you might the strands of a rope. But one strand is bright colored – the tale of the character you elect to follow.

You do not follow the strands of the other characters, but they must cross your right strand at the right places.

I mean, the bright strand of your hero, correctly twisted, must cross the dark strand of the villain at the precise spots where, if you were following the villain’s strand instead, his dark trail would cross that of the hero. Else your whole story is weak, perhaps to failure. This is not so easy to grasp when it is brieﬂy stated, as here. But. we shall spend more time on it later. Meantime, watch it happen in our prime tale of Eve and the villain Snake.

The serpent whispers to her, and she is tempted, but at the same time is held back by fear of the Lord and his command. She is in suspense, story suspense. How else do you “suspend” anything save by pulling it two ways at the same time?

Dangle your watch on its chain – you pulling up, gravity down. Put your ring on a string and suspend it between your hands, one hand pulling right, the other left. Place Eve in suspension, with fear of the Lord pulling her one way, desire to yield to the serpent’s temptings pulling the other. This is agonizing suspense.

Now what does Eve do?

She makes the “wrong,” “sinful” decision and incarnates that decision in action. Just as Abraham proved his adherence to righteousness by obeying the Lord, binding Isaac, placing him on the altar, and raising the knife, so Eve demonstrates her submission to worldliness by eating the forbidden fruit. Further and worse, she gives some to Adam, and he eats, too. And what happens?

Here is swift subtraction.

First, there is laid upon them the curse of clothes, much more heavily upon the woman than upon the man. For, since she is the culprit, she deserves at least as much.

Next, they are deprived of the Garden of Eden and all the leisure that place connotes. Tossed out into the hard, pitiless world, to know cold and hunger and suffering, to have to work for a living, to have to ﬁght thorns and bugs and thistles, to have to die. To know good and evil and have to choose between them. To possess the knowledge of God, but not the power...

That is punishment. Subtraction, swift, accurate, ﬁnal.

And now how each of the other characters also fulﬁlls the story formula even while completing the tale of Eve.

The serpent, for his negative decision to tempt Eve, rather than be good and help her to be likewise – the serpent got his desserts, too, for his nefariousness. To crawl on his belly all the days of his life, to eat dust and be cursed above all cattle and every beast of the ﬁeld, were his lot. While as for Mother Eve’s gain, if any, that worldly knowledge...

1 + 1 =?

The Two Equations Together

LET US NOW SET THE two equations together, as we must in making all save the very simplest of stories. We shall have a 1 + 1 = 2 for the deserving, virtuous hero or heroine and a 1 - 1 = 0 for the villain. In the same story, mind you, and perhaps with the identical factors.

Thus in the parable of the Five Wise and the Five Foolish Virgins, the story equations are simply urge for preparedness + or - love of ease. The ﬁve wise Virgins, following a plus equation, do the right thing: prepare their lamps beforehand, and so are permitted to greet the arriving bridegroom and enter and take their ease and pleasure at the wedding feast. But the ﬁve foolish virgins, adopting a minus equation, omit to provide themselves with the requisite wicks and oil. And so, for their answer, they get to howl, dance, and shiver in outer darkness.

The whole life of Christ as related in the Gospels is another example of intangible patterning: the supreme sacriﬁce to achieve the supreme reward – which is also the physicist’s Third Law of Motion, “For every action an opposite and equal reaction.” It is the Golden Rule – and good sportsmanship and the whole basis of the law upon which are erected our moralities and statutes and precepts for the conduct of the good life. No one can state such an eternal law as this in words that will ﬁt everywhere, but one assuredly can catch the idea and apply it, nevertheless.

Incidentally, it might be noted in passing that the projection of the reward or answer into the future (as in the theological heaven for the righteous) is perfectly legitimate and permissible in ﬁction. Although preferably, for the beneﬁt of the literal reader, you should reward your deserving hero here and, similarly, punish the villain here.

To carry this aside still further, time to a ﬁctionist while ﬁctioneering, is something astoundingly different from time in its ordinary aspect. To a writer writing, time has no past or future, but only an eternal, all-inclusive now. But we shall look into all that in the next chapter; having planted the seed here, we may proﬁtably go on with the plowing of other essential ﬁelds.

Remembering the thoroughly scientiﬁc, objective, doubt-worshiping school of education in which doubtless you were brought up, you may ﬁnd the following commandment hard to live by. But mark it down as a vital necessity. Do not approach your story problem in the scientiﬁc spirit of skepticism and doubt.

I cannot emphasize this point too much. You simply must accept and believe ﬁrst, that is, have faith, before you can produce works. Even your material scientist believes devoutly in doubt. You also, as a writer, must believe in something to begin with. You must believe in the validity of the moral principles you make your hero apply, in the solution of his problem, just as fervently and unquestioningly as you believe in the principles of arithmetic.

If faith without works is dead, why so equally are works, including ﬁction, without faith. You cannot, perhaps, merely make yourself believe, but you can write about problems whose solving principles you do accept. Do that!

And now, to conﬁrm your faith in these simple formula patterns for short ﬁction, let us look at some of the formulas as employed in other people’s stories, among them a number used by very famous ﬁctionists.

A Story Equation from Robert Louis Stevenson

LET US LOOK FIRST AT one of the most perfect and deservedly famous short stories ever written, beloved Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Sire de Malétroit’s Door: Immediately we discover formula, a simple one, too.

Anyone who tells you the immortals of literature did not use formulas is misleading you. All three of Stevenson’s principal characters follow the same basic equation. It is: pride + love = ?

Bare and unimaginative looking, isn’t it? But look at what happens when this curt abstraction is clothed by the magic of Stevenson with the requisite apples and little Johnnies so that we may “see” it.

A proud, stiff-backed old gentleman, the Sire de Malétroit is exceedingly fond of his niece and ward, Blanche. Discovering that she is engaged in a surreptitious love affair, he sets a trap for her unknown gallant, into which falls:

Denis de Benaliea, proud young cavalier and ﬁghting man. Helplessly caught in the snare of Uncle’s trick door and trusty men-at-arms, Denis is at once introduced to: Blanche de Malétroit, the proud, beautiful young heroine. Regardless of their protests that they have never before seen each other, Uncle says cheerily that he thinks otherwise, and anyhow, no matter. He has tried to trap Blanche’s young man for her. But now, either they may agree to wed or he proposes to hang Denis, tout de suite. The young couple may have two hours to decide what to do.

And there you are! Pride - love = ? in three incarnations, three versions, seemingly as different as day from night. Uncle’s stiff family pride versus his love for his niece. Blanche’s outraged feminine pride versus her love, if any, for a stranger, Denis. Denis’ young male pride versus his love for Blanche, if any. It is a staggering, dramatic dilemma for both hero and heroine, particularly in the chivalrous nation and age in which the story is set.

What do they do? Regardless of whether you are acquainted with the story, you know instinctively and immediately what happens. They do the “right” thing, of course. Pride and honor and “I could not love thee, dear, so much, loved I not honor more” – these are all right in their place. But black dishonor is not involved here! It is merely pride versus love. And love rules the world. So, after almost two hours of being very proud at each other, the two youngsters realize they are in love, and each swallows his pride for the sake of the other. Chirping agreeably, the proud Sire de Malétroit lovingly greets his new nephew.

Pride + love = pride and love combined in happiness.

In Chapter VI you will ﬁnd formulas of the short stories contained in assorted current magazines which chance to be on my desk as I write this. But if you cannot lay hand on these particular issues, no matter. Try the magazines available to you and see if you cannot write the formulas for at least three-fourths of the short ﬁction they contain. Many of these formulas will be transparently obvious.

Every magazine printing ﬁction, from the most blood-thirsty pulp to the most blue-blooded “quality” periodical, from the Sunday-school paper to the “true” detective magazine, buys formula, depends primarily on formula, satisﬁes its readers with formula. Let no one tell you otherwise.

Nor is there any fundamental difference in worth between the correctly done 1 + 1 = 2, popular or pulp-type story and the 1 - 1 = 0, “quality” story, so called. No more than there is between 1 + 1 and 1 - 1 in arithmetic.

You need only ask anyone who says differently to explain why he considers it more vulgar to add than to subtract.

Almost certainly you can show him that the tales of gloom and futility he prefers are simple 1 - 1 affairs, and that his taste is so naive it is shared by almost every college sophomore.

Nevertheless, before concluding this chapter with an Inspection of some of these “quality” stories, perhaps we do need to concede that there is a strong tendency to assign different values, higher and lower “qualities,” to the two equally valid, equally useful, elemental equations of our ﬁctional mathematics. So much has been written about the art of writing that almost undoubtedly you will have read some of it, and having done so, you may be temporarily confused by the bald simplicities of which I speak here.

So far as I can determine, from a rather extensive reading of books on writing, this is the ﬁrst one in which the basic, abstract patterns, or processes, of the short story have been completely separated and distinguished from the materials used to illustrate the problem.
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