
We are all entitled to illusions about ourselves, 
and mine is that I think of myself as being 
primarily a novelist. That this is an illusion will 
probably become clearer when you reach my 
devious logic below, but I’m never really happy 
unless I have a novel on the go, a solid stack of 
pure white paper willingly surrendering its 
virginity to my typewriter. Perhaps this is vanity, 
or some Freudian need to dominate, or just that I 
am impressed by size... but that is how it 
feels. 

However, in a more objective frame of mind I 
never see a short story as running second-best to 
a novel. The two are different disciplines, and a 
story is not just a shorter version of a novel. I feel 
this instinctively, to the point where once I have 
started a short story it never grows against 
my will into a novel. The two longest stories 
in An Infinite Summer — ‘Palely Loitering’ and 
‘The Watched’ — were both intended to be long 
short stories and no more, although both did turn 
out somewhat longer than I had expected. 

I suppose that the difference lies in the 
complexity or otherwise of the central idea, 
although it is not for idea alone that one writes. 

Consider ‘The Watched’, for instance: this 
seems to me to have a relatively simple idea 
behind it. If A is doing something private and B is 
spying on him, then we would call B a voyeur 
and A his victim. The story sets out to question, 
and perhaps reverse, this assumption. It does not 
seem to me now, nor did it when I was writing 
the story, that this sort of question is one that 
could sustain a full length novel, but this is not to 
relegate the quality of the idea to some sort of 
second division. 

Every work of fiction has two sources of 
narrative energy: story and plot. ‘Story’ can be 

defined as being the sum total of the characters, 
events, moods, scenes, etc, that go to make up 
the whole. ‘Plot’ is the author’s way of telling his 
story: the order in which the events are described, 
the relative ascendancy the characters bear to 
each other, and so on. (The work as a whole has 
a greater, more intangible life, independent of 
story or plot: language, symbol, nuance, passion 
... but this is art, not narrative energy.) 

My theory about all this is that the original 
idea generates plot, and it is the complexity of 
the plot that in the end will determine the actual 
word-length. As I believe that the ‘story’ is rather 
more important than the ‘plot’, my circuitous 
logic eventually explains why I think short 

stories are no less important than novels, just 
shorter. 

I usually work on short stories while I’m 
between novels. In only one fairly traumatic 
instance have I ever broken this rule and inter- 
rupted a novel; this was when an insistent 
American editor, whose needs were deemed more 
important than mine, wanted a short story 
written before the end of last week. As far as I 
am concerned there is, and will remain, a large 
hole punched out of the middle of The Space 
Machine. 1 doubt I would ever allow this to 
happen again, even though a relatively calm look 
a few years later does not reveal any obvious 
damage to either. 

One matter which interests me is that there is 
no less demand — in either time or commitment 
— from a short story. At least two of my novels 
have taken less actual writing time than at least 
three of my short stories. As for commitment: I 
conceived, drafted and completed one novel in 
less than eight months, whereas one short story 
was stewing in the casserole of the subconscious 
for a decade and a half before I could find a way 
of telling it. (If you’re interested, this one is 
‘Whores’, in this book.) Yet another short story, 
conceived at the same time, is yet unwritten. Of 
course there is overlap. 

Most readers will have a preference for 
novels over collections of short stories, or vice 
versa. Although this is inarguable I hope I have 
made it clear that to some writers — or to this 
writer at least — no such preference exists. A 
writer’s intention is measured in values that do 
not include word-length ...and if that sounds 
over-weaning let me add, quickly and modestly, 
that I would never presume to tell you which to 
prefer. © Christopher Priest, 1979 
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Stranger ina Stran 
Robert Heinlein 

When his parents die shortly after his 

birth, Michael Valentine Smith becomes 
the last human being on Mars. He is raised 

by Martians and from them acquires extra- 

ordinary psi powers. After 25 years a 

Terran expedition finds him and returns 
him to Earth. This is the story of his 
humanisation. 

Entertaining and perhaps shocking, 
Stranger in a Strange Land undermines 
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modern society, attacks the religious 
explanations of faith, questions the idea 

of sexual relations based on jealousy and 

pokes a satirical finger at moralists and 

politicians. It created an uproar when 

first published and was the target of 

vicious attacks, particularly following the 

publicity that it was used as a guidebook 
by the Manson family, but it was also 
recognised as an outstanding example of 

science fiction and won Heinlein his third 
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