
MAVIS GALLANT
[bookmark: _GoBack]Mavis Gallant, original name Mavis Leslie de Trafford Young, (1922, Montreal, Quebec, Canada— died, 2014, Paris, France), is a Canadian-born writer of essays, novels, plays, and especially short stories, almost all of which were published initially in The New Yorker magazine. In unsentimental prose and with trenchant wit she delineated the isolation, detachment, and fear that afflict rootless North American and European expatriates.
Some of the collections of Gallant's well-constructed, perceptive, often humorous short stories include My Heart Is Broken (1964), The Pegnitz Junction
(1973), Home Truths: Selected Canadian Stories (1981; winner of a Governor General's Literary Award), Overhead in a Balloon: Stories of Paris (1985), In Transit (1988), and Across the Bridge (1993). Gallant was awarded the Canadian Fiction Prize (1978), the Canada Council Molson Prize for the Arts (1997), and the PEN/Nabokov Award (2004). She is often referred to as "a writer's writer," an epithet suggesting an author whose writing is so polished that it is best appreciated by other authors.
This essay deals with style in literary writing. It states that style is the 'author's thumbprint', his/her mark, that is, it is personal characteristic of the author. Similarly, it is stated that style is 'inter' ional and inseparable from structure of writing'. Further, it presents that there is no 'pare style' in writing.
What is Style?
I do not reread my own work unless I have to; I fancy no writer does. The reason why, probably, is that during the making of the story every line has been read and rewritten and read again to the point of glut... Leaving aside the one analysis closed to me, of my own writing, let me say what style is not: it is not a last-minute addition to prose, a charming and universal slipcover, a coat of paint used to mask
the failings of a structure. Style is inseparable from structure, part of the conformation of whatever the author has to say. What he says—this is what fiction is about—is that something is taking place and that nothing lasts. Against the sustained tick of a watch, fiction takes the measure of a life, a season, a look exchanged, the turning point, desire as brief as a dream, the grief and terror that after childhood we cease to express. The lie, the look, the grief are without' permanence. The watch continues to tick where the story stops.
A loose, a wavering, a slipshod, an affected, a false way of transmitting even a fragment of this leaves the reader suspicious: What is this too elaborate or too simple language hiding? what is the author trying to disguise? Probably he doesn't know. He has shown the works of the watch instead of its message. He may be untalented, just as he may be a gifted author who for some deeply private reason (doubt, panic, the pressures of a life unsuited to writing) has taken to rearranging the works in increasingly meaningless patterns. All this is to say that content, meaning, intention and form must make up a whole, and must above all have a reason to be.
There are rules of style. By applying them doggedly any literate, ambitious and determined person should be able to write like Somerset Maugham. Maugham was conscious of his limitations and deserves appreciation on that account: "I knew that I had no lyrical quality, I had a small vocabulary ... I had little gift for metaphors; the original or striking simile seldom occurred to me. Poetic flights and the great imaginative sweep were beyond my pow-ers." He decided, sensibly, to write "as well as my natural defects allowed" and to aim at "lucidity, simplicity and euphony." The chance that some other indispensable quality had been overlooked must have been blanketed by a lifetime of celebrity. Now, of course, first principles are there to be heeded or, at the least, considered with care; but no guided tour of literature, no com-mitment to the right formula or to good taste (which is changeable anyway), can provide, let alone supplant, the inborn vitality and tension of living prose.
Like every other form of art, literature is no more and nothing less than a matter of life and death. The only question worth asking is, about it dead a or story alive?" —or If aa of sculpture, or a new concert hall— "Is poem, or a piece work of the imagination needs to be coaxed into life, it is better scrapped and forgotten. Working to rule, trying to make a barely breathing work of fiction
simpler and more lucid and more euphonious merely injects into the desperate author's voice a tone of suppressed hysteria, the result of what E. M. Forster called "confusing order with orders." And then, how reliable are the rules? Listen to Pablo Picasso's rejection of a fellow-artist: "He looks up at the sky and says, 'Ah, the sky is blue,' and he paints a blue sky. Then he takes another look and says, [image: ]is mauve, too,' and he adds some mauve. The next time he looks he notices a trace of pink, and he adds a little pink." It sounds a proper mess, but Picasso was talking about Pierre Bonnard. As soon as we learn the names, the blues, mauves and pinks acquire a meaning, a reason to be. Picasso was right, but only in theory. In the end, everything depends on the artist himself.
Style in writing, as in painting, is the author's thumbprint, his mark. I do not mean that it establishes him as finer or greater than other writers, though that can happen too. I am thinking now of prose style as a writer's armorial bearings, his name and address. In a privately printed and libellous pamphlet, Colette's first husband, Willy, who had fraudulently signed her early novels, tried to prove she had gone on to plagiarize and plunder different things he had written. As evidence he offered random sentences from work he was supposed to have influenced or inspired. Colette's manner, robust and personal, seems to leap from the page. Willy believed he had taught Colette "everything," and it may have been true— "everything," that is, except her instinct for language, her talent for perceiving the movement of life and a faculty for describing it. He was bound to have influenced her writing; it couldn't be helped. But by the time he chose to print a broadside on the subject, his influence had been absorbed, transmuted and—most humbling for the teacher—had left no visible trace.
There is no such a thing as a writer who has escaped being influenced. I have never heard a professional writer of any quality or standing talk about "pure" style, or say he would not read this or that for fear of corrupting or affecting his own; but I have heard it from would-be writers and amateurs. Corruption—if that is the word—sets in from the moment a child learns to speak and to hear language used and misused. A young person who does not read, and read widely, will never Write anything—at least, nothing of inter-est. From time to time, in France, a novel is published purporting to come from a shepherd whose only influence has been the baaing of lambs on some God-forsaken slope of the Pyrenees. His artless and Untampered-with mode of expression arouses the hope that there will be
many more like him, but as a rule he is never heard from again. For "influences" I would be inclined to substitute "acquisitions." What they consist of, and amount to, are affected by taste and environment, preferences and upbringing (even, and sometimes particularly, where the latter has been rejected), instinctive selection. The beginning writer has to choose, tear to pieces, spit out, chew up and assimilate as naturally as a young animal—as naturally and as ruthlessly. Style cannot be copied, except by the untalented. It is, finally, the distillation of a lifetime of reading and listening, of selection and rejection. But if it is not a true voice, it is nothing.
· Source: The Story and Its Writer (Edited by Charters, A. 1995)
Exploring the Text
l. Why does the writer not reread her own work unless she has to?
2. According to the writer, what is not style?
3. [image: ][image: ]What makes up a writing whole?
4. What are the rules of style? Explain briefly.
5. According to the writer, what is the first principle of literature?
6. Is it possible for a writer to have a pure style? Explain.
7. What should the beginning writers do?
8. Explain the following lines with reference to the essay.
"It is, finally, the distillation of a lifetime of reading and listening, Of selection and rejection. But if it is not a true voice, it is nothing.[image: ]
Appreciation and Free Writing
1. Is it good to follow a famous writer's style in literary writing? Give reasons to support your ideas.
2. Write an essay on "Style in English literature". You can take reference [image: ] from reading materials and related websites.[image: ]
3. Choose a story; read it and write about the style employed by the writer
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