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‘The health of the short story’, guest-edited by Lucy Durneen,
University of Cambridge

‘Storytelling is like a disease’
Graham Swift, Waterland

‘We tell ourselves stories in order to live’
Joan Didion, ‘Slouching Towards Bethlehem’

The short story has long functioned as an examining room, psychiatrist’s
couch, emotional balm, case study. It provides a supportive crutch for
dangerous, unstable times; retlects the physical and psychic wounding of
war; maps the fractured spaces of the mind; acts as a barometer of a nation’s
socio-political health. Inside its boundaries, wallpaper moves, women
transmogrify, pathologizing grief, doubt and anxiety until their cure become
something other than medicine. Sometimes the short story takes us right to
the place where the veil between worlds is thinnest, collapsing the boundaries
between life and death to make us question the very fragility and privilege

of health; at garden parties, at elegant dinners, while the snow falls, while
waiting for a train in the noonday sun. The ordinary experiences of living —
and dying — that typically populate the short story help us make sense of the
origins, treatments and prevention of iliness, or to better appreciate the rarity
of good health, even if they do not always offer the resolution of recovery.

As the humanities continue to extend wider debates surrounding wellbeing,
mindfulness, a growing mental health crisis, eco-anxiety and the global
pandemic of a ‘novel’ virus, we ask, what does it mean to write of health in an
ailing world? How and why might (short)storytelling be a natural reaction to
ilIness? What is the impact of chronic illness or pandemic on the writing (and
reading) process? How might we make visible the invisible conditions that
compromise standardly received notions of ‘health’? The very word ‘health’
deliberately encourages dialogue with its counterparts ‘iliness’, ‘disease’ and
‘dying’ but here we might also question what we understand by ‘healthy.

And alongside this, the short story’s own wellbeing appears under consistent
review, casting it variously as a victim of an anxious publishing industry,
potential beneficiary of new media technology, and victorious frontrunner

in the constant battle to attract the attention of distracted and time-limited
readers. To speak of its Renaissance implies that at one stage or other we
have witnessed its death, or at least dragged it from the gallows, and revived
it from the brink of extinction. How do we assess its vital signs?

The international, peer-reviewed journal, Short Fiction in Theory and
Practice (Intellect Books) is inviting submissions for a special issue on this
topic, to be published in Spring 2022. We welcome critical articles, short
fiction and reflections on practice that interrogate and interpret the notion of
health in the context of short fiction, across eras, genres, and languages.
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