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1 Where Life and Art Intersect

I was in Spain the summer Raymond Carver died, August 1988.
I remember hearing a snippet of conversation in a café in the city
of Seville. My ear caught the English traveling out from behind a
newspaper at the next table: “Raymond Carver . . . died . . . lung
cancer.” I felt a quick pang of sorrow. A writer whose work I had
come to love was gone. Now, somehow, in the years since Carver’s
death, my feeling of loss grows greater. At age fifty, Carver was at
his prime as a writer. His fiction was becoming more expansive,
and his poetry was flowing from him in a way it never had before.
Ironically, only a very short time before the diagnosis was made
of the cancer that would kill him, Carver spoke of the joy he had
found recently in his writing: “I've never had a period in my life
that remotely resembles that time. I mean, I felt like it would
have been all right, you know, simply to have died after those
sixty-five days. I felt on fire” (Schumacher 218).

Raymond Carver has been called the father of minimalism, a
pioneer of “dirty realism,” and the voice of “blue-collar despair”
(Weber 84). His writing is taut and tense and on-the-surface
simple, and yet his short, stripped-down stories and poems say
so much more than they seem to at first glance. He is a writer
who changed the style of American fiction and who, in the 1970s,
had an influence on a generation of writers much like that of
Hemingway in the 1920s. Because of his absolute honesty, Carver
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makes his readers feel the sense of alienation that is such a part of
contemporary life—and yet somehow still believe in the human spirit.

I could begin teaching Raymond Carver by telling my stu-
dents these things. I could introduce them to Carver with a lec-
ture on minimalism, offer them a raft of critical reviews, or trace
the development of his work in the pattern of his life. But I don't.
[ start instead by giving them one Carver story, maybe the one
about the baby being pulled apart, or the one about the blind
man who teaches a sighted man to see, or maybe even the one
that ends with the ominous words, “‘It has to do with Scotty, yes™
(“The Bath” 56). All T know is that I only have to give my students
one Carver story and they ask for more. They want to stay in
what has come to be known as Carver Country, “a place we all
recognize. It’s a place that Carver himself comes from, the coun-
try of arduous life” (Weber 88).

In a 1983 interview for the Paris Review, Carver said, “you
have to know what you're doing when you turn your life stories
into fiction” (Simpson and Buzbee 41). Despite the strong auto-
biographical feel to Carver’s work, he was adamant that the facts
of life could not simply be translated into the fabric of fiction.

You're told time and time again when you're young to write
about what you know, and what do you know better than your
own secrets? But unless you're a special kind of writer, and a
very talented one, its dangerous to try and write volume after
volume on The Story of My Life. . . . Alittle autobiography and
a lot of imagination are best. (41)

But it’s not quite that clear-cut, for there is a paradox in Carver’s
work, a paradox he sums up well when he writes, “Most of what
[ write is about myself, even though I never write anything auto-
biographical” (Tromp 79).
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This is a concept we need to communicate when we ask stu-
dents to write about what they know. Blame it on a lack of read-
ing at an early age or a typical childhood spent more on video
games and television than in imaginary play, but whatever the
reason, students today seem less able to invent, to use their minds
in a creative fashion, than students twenty years ago. When I ask
my students to write stories, too many of their pieces are such
strictly factual memoirs that they lack the spark that makes a story
sing. Often the “original” plot lines mimic those of the action
adventures or soap operas adolescents watch on the TV or movie
screen. Yet as we study Carvers life, students begin to see that
while Carver’s art does draw closely on his life, its not bound by
it, and it gains intensity through the invented material. My stu-
dents come to recognize that Carver is a man who knows from
living, breathing experience of what he writes, but he has the
creative vision to give his life stories a new life, and, in doing so,
he gives them extraordinary power.

Writers can't write strict autobiography—it would be the dullest
book in the world. But you pull something from here, and you
pull something from over here, well it’ like a snowball coming
down a hill, it gathers up everything that’s in its way—things
we've heard, things we've witnessed, things we've experienced.
And you stick bits and pieces here and then make some kind
of coherent whole out of it. (Carver qtd. in Sexton 132)

Although Carver contends that “[n]one of my stories really
happened, of course” (Simpson and Buzbee 40), what gives his
fiction such heart is that each and every story could have hap-
pened, and in just the way he tells it. Carver captures the voice
and view of the lower class. His characters have been described
as “ordinary people rescued from the bin of anonymity” (Caldwell
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244). Often he allows them a moment of epiphany, sometimes
one of pure grace. He sets many of his stories in the Pacific North-
west, a place he knew well and loved deeply. And then he tells the
truth. This is why my students love Carver, because his fiction
speaks the truth, because the people who fill his pages and the
problems they face are real, though sometimes we wish they
weren’t.

Its this kind of heartfelt reaction to Carvers life and work
that can be used so effectively to inspire good writing in the high
school classroom. As we study Carver’s biography and make con-
nections between Carvers life and his fiction and poetry, I set my
students to writing their own stories, stories like Carver’s snow-
balls, with a hard, cold core of truth, stories that “roll along,”
growing larger and greater with the inventions, distortions, and
just plain lies that are the stuff of fiction. As we do draft work, I
ask students to make a list of these “fabrications,” and in response
groups they work to develop those ideas that give the story life.
At the center of each story, though, is something that does bear
witness to reality, and in the final drafts they hand in, I ask my
students to boldface that line—that one true thing—that inspired
the story. Perhaps it’s a person, a remembered line of dialogue, or
a sudden realization. I've read lines like “His mother made him
go to camp that summer,” and “If only he’d kissed me before he
drove away.” Whatever the line of truth is, it's enough to get them
started as storytellers, and it makes them appreciate how Carver
and so many other writers use pieces of their pasts to invent a
new world in the present.

The Early Years
The past for Carver began in Clatskanie, Oregon. Raymond Clevie
Carver Jr. was born on May 25, 1938, to Clevie Raymond Carver
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and Ella Beatrice Casey. In 1941 he and his family moved to
Yakima, Washington, where his father worked in a sawmill. Much
has been written about Carvers difficult childhood, one that was
affected by poverty and his father’s alcoholism. Yet Carver him-
self speaks of his childhood as “fairly conventional in many re-
spects” (McCaffery and Gregory 80) and talks of his father’s
storytelling, especially about hunting and fishing, as a positive
influence, one that helped to turn Carver into what he calls

[a] dreamy kid. I wanted to be a writer and I mostly followed
my nose as far as reading was concerned. I'd go to the library
and check out books on the Spanish conquistadors, or histori-
cal novels, whatever struck my fancy. . . . Mainly I just wanted
to hunt and fish and ride around in cars with other guys. Date
girls. . . . But I did want to write, which might have been the
only thing that set me apart from my friends. (80)

My students love this stuff, the image of a writer as a kid who
can love “[h]unting late into that golden afternoon / for grouse.
Following deer paths, / pushing through undergrowth” (“Wenas
Ridge” 75) and writing equally. “Wenas Ridge,” the story of “[t|hree
of us that fall. Young hoodlums—" (75), is one of my favorite
poems to read with students, and it can be used to inspire them
to write about an actual place where their own lives took a turn.
In prose or poetry, they try to capture the physical landscape as
well as the significant moment. This is what Greg does in his
piece about a midnight foray onto a golf course:

The dark carpet of green rolled out in front of us. The sky was
clear, lit by moon and stars. The warm air of the summer night
sat on my shoulder, and the taste of the moist layer of silky
dew on the fresh cut grass sat on my tongue as I inhaled deeply.
The night sky, the grass, the moon, and the trees that swayed
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in the wind all gave me a feeling of nature’s freedom. A burst of
emotion and tension shot out of me.
—Greg Jonaitis

In Carver’s poem, the appearance of a snake leads him to a
metaphor, one that reflects another segment of Carvers life: “I
married the girl I loved, yet poisoned her life. / Lies began to coil
in my heart and call it home” (“Wenas Ridge” 76). Though, with
Carver’s admonition about autobiography versus fiction in mind,
I caution students not to take his words as the precise truth of his
life, the connection here is more than coincidental.

At nineteen Carver married his sixteen-year-old girlfriend
Maryann Burk. Within two years, the couple had two children,
Christine and Vance. This was a difficult period for Carver and
his wife. Although Carver dreamed of being a writer, the respon-
sibilities of fatherhood demanded that he take a series of low-
level and low-paying jobs instead, working as a custodian, a
delivery boy, a service station attendant, and a mill worker
(McInerney 24). A move to Paradise, California, in 1958, how-
ever, brought a stroke of good luck to Carver when he enrolled in
a creative writing course taught by John Gardner at Chico State
College. Despite the fact that he and his wife were, as Carver
termed it, “stone broke” (“John Gardner” 107), Carver recognized
the importance of education: “Understand that nobody in my fam-
ily had ever gone to college or for that matter had got beyond the
mandatory eighth grade in high school. I didn't know anything,
but I knew I didn’t know anything” (107). When we read these
lines, I can almost see the proverbial light go on in some of my
students’ heads. Carver’s essay reminds them that anything is
possible, that they can look beyond the life that seems laid out for
them, and that with hard work, hope, and some luck, anything is
possible.

6
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The Writing Life
For Carver, luck was this chance connection with John Gardner.
Gardner was then an unpublished writer, but it was he who in-
troduced Carver to a literary world and a literary process that
would influence Carver for the rest of his life. Gardner demanded
that his small band of students read Hemingway, Faulkner, Por-
ter, and Chekhov, the last becoming one of Carver’s primary in-
fluences. He made them familiar with the “little literary maga-
zines,” giving Carver his first introduction to a world of “living
authors” (“John Gardner” 111). And he taught them the value of
reader response and revision. Carver writes of how closely Gardner
read his students’ work: “We’d discuss commas in my story as if
nothing else in the world mattered more at that moment—and,
indeed, it did not” (112). Gardner was never hesitant to point out
problems and suggest revisions, but “[h]e was always looking to
find something to praise” (112), and Carver adds, “Seeing these
comments, my heart would lift” (112). These are things I tell my
students when they work in response groups—and things I re-
mind myself when even one more paper to grade seems too much!
Despite Gardner’s inspiration and the passion Carver had for
writing, the 1960s were stressful years as Carver, only in his twen-
ties, tried to be husband, father, student, worker, and writer. In
1960 he moved his young family to Eureka, California, in search
of work. He transferred to Humboldt State College and within
three years earned his BA. He was beginning to publish in small
literary magazines but had yet to find the voice that would mark
him. In the fall of 1963, with the aid of a small fellowship, he was
given the opportunity to study at the lowa Writers’” Workshop,
where he experimented with various styles and voices. Through-
out the midsixties, he continued to work blue-collar jobs, and he
continued to write.
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The year 1967 marked a turning point for Carver, one of
both highs and lows. It was the year of his fathers death, the year
the Carvers filed for bankruptcy, and the year he published “Will
You Please Be Quiet, Please?,” a story that was included in The
Best American Short Stories 1967. It was also the year he was hired
as a textbook editor at Science Research Associates (SRA) in Palo
Alto, California, his first white-collar job and one that lasted al-
most three years, providing more stability for the Carver family.

When his job at SRA was terminated in 1970, Carver, backed
by severance pay and a National Endowment for the Arts Discov-
ery Award, made the decision to write full time. In June 1971, his
short story “Neighbors” appeared in Esquire magazine. This suc-
cess was due in part to the support of another important, albeit
controversial, mentor, Gordon Lish, who was then fiction editor
at Esquire. Lish had read earlier submissions from Carver—and
had rejected them—but he encouraged Carver to continue to send
him work. When “Neighbors” was accepted for publication, it
seemed Carver had “made it.” But nothing in Carver’s world was
ever so easy.

In one regard, things had never seemed better. But my kids
were in full cry then . . . and they were eating me alive. My life
soon took another veering, a sharp turn, and then it came to a
dead stop off on a siding. I couldn’t go anywhere, couldn’t back
up or go forward. It was during this period that Lish collected
some of my stories and gave them to McGraw-Hill, who pub-
lished them. For the time being I was still off on the siding,
unable to move in any direction. If there’d once been a fire, it’d
gone out. (“Fires” 105-6)

It may have been alcohol that doused that fire. Carver had
begun drinking steadily. The stress of a tempestuous marriage,
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the pressures of an artist’s life, and a genetic inheritance com-
bined to make Carver easy prey to alcohol. In one of his most
moving poems, “Photograph of My Father in His Twenty-Second
Year,” he writes, “Father, I love you, / yet how can I say thank
you, I who can’t hold my liquor either, / and don’t even know the
places to fish?” (“Photograph of My Father” 7).

This Carver poem is often used as a model when teachers ask
students to write from photographs, and any student who hasn't
had that experience would benefit from such an assignment. In
addition, To Write and Keep Kind (Walkinshaw), an excellent 1992
documentary of Carvers life, includes moving material on Carver’s
relationship with his father that serves as a backdrop for this poem.

Carver takes this voice and this family problem further in
another poem, “To My Daughter,” reflecting on the sad legacy
carried in the Carver family by alcohol. The poem is brutally frank
and wrenching as the poet begs his daughter to stop her drink-
ing, in hopes that she can escape the physical and emotional dev-
astation he knows it brings. It ends with the lines “Daughter, you
can't drink. / It will kill you. Like it did your mother, and me /
Like it did” (71). These are lines that stop many of my students
cold, and they hear, in the desperate voice of the poet-father, ech-
oes of somber advice they have been given—or perhaps that they
themselves have given to others. I call this a “LISTEN To Me”
poem, and I ask them to write one of their own, a poem in which
the poet speaks to a particular reader as indicated by the title “To

.” Though students often choose to use their own voice as
that of the speaker and to be the giver of advice, it’s always inter-
esting to me (and, I suspect, enlightening to them) to read the
poems of students who try to capture the voice—and viewpoint—
of someone in their own lives, a parent, a teacher, even an older



RAYMOND CARVER IN THE CLASSROOM

sibling, who has something wise and weighty to say to them. Al-
ways there’s a student who asks, “Does this have to be true?,” and
always I remind them of Carver’s conviction that writers, though
they bear witness to something that has really happened, still make
that truth their own.

To the Lax Sophomore

Every day after school you come home
And say you're going to work harder
But as soon as no one is watching
You turn on the TV
Escape to your dream world
Why do you procrastinate?
Why do you push yourself
Till 1 in the morning finishing the essay?
School is a battlefield, kid,
And this war is nowhere near over
But you just sit around
While you wait for something big to happen
To distract you
You coast and try to hold out till the end
But the grades don't coast
They plummet along with your ambitions
Of doing well this year.
—Nathaniel Blake

For Carver, the content of “To My Daughter” was sadly all too
true. Alcohol was the “poison / to [his] family” (70) and one of
the primary reasons for the destruction of Carver’s marriage. De-
spite his literary successes in the early seventies—a Wallace E.
Stegner Fellowship at Stanford University, a series of visiting lec-
turer positions, and continued publication, including his first
major-press short story collection, Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?,

10
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in 1976—Carvers life was in turmoil and alcohol was at its roots.
The drinking was interfering with his teaching and hindering his
writing. He often lived apart from his family, and when he and
Maryann were together, they fought fiercely. Most significant, al-
cohol was seriously damaging Carvers health. He was hospital-
ized repeatedly, and the doctors spoke of “wet brain” and
life-threatening liver damage.

Then in 1977, with the help of Alcoholics Anonymous, Carver
stopped drinking: “I had my last drink on June 2, 1977. I'm more
proud of that than of any other accomplishment in my life” (Tromp
77).

But sobriety did not bring immediate happiness or career
success. For Carver it was a continued struggle to ameliorate the
stormy relationships he had with his wife and children and to
find his voice and his way as a writer without the support of
alcohol. That effort was aided by an introduction that same year
to the poet and fiction writer Tess Gallagher, the woman who
would become a partner in all aspects of his life. In Carver’s words,
“And then there’s Tess. My life changed dramatically the day I
met her” (Kellerman 40).

The Good Years

Gallagher is considered to be one of the most important influ-
ences on Raymond Carver, in terms of both his private and his
public life. By July 1978, Carver’s turbulent marriage to Maryann
had ended (the divorce was made legal in 1982), and Carver be-
gan to pursue a relationship with Gallagher. The two began living
together in 1979, their varied residences from Texas to Washing-
ton to Arizona to New York determined by the teaching positions
each held. For the next nine years, the remaining years of Carver’s

1
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life, the two were partners, as lovers, friends, colleagues, and col-
laborators, and as writers who strengthened each other’s work
through their honesty and their passion for art: “Gallagher is a
‘very tough’ critic, Carver says. ‘She cuts me no slack at all, and
thats the best way’” (Moffet 242).

The early eighties were good years for Carver. He published
What We Talk About When We Talk About Love in 1981, a collec-
tion that garnered excellent reviews and was regarded as the pro-
totype for the new minimalist school of fiction (see Chapter 2),
although Carver much preferred to call himself a “precisionist”
(Carver Country 18). This collection has also become the center-
piece of a controversy involving Carver’s work. The stories in What
We Talk About When We Talk About Love are among some of the
most stripped down of any published Carver stories. They're short,
many with unresolved endings; the language and sentence struc-
ture are simple and unadorned; and there’s a strong nihilistic tone
to the work. Some Carver scholars maintain that this extreme
minimalist style reflects Carver’s view and vision at the point in
his life in which these stories were written. Others contend that
despite the positive reception the volume received, Carver was
unhappy with many of the stories in the book because of the
editing done to them by his editor Gordon Lish. They argue that
the style of the stories results more from the editing work of Lish
than from the revision work of Carver. Whatever the truth (and
it's unlikely to ever be fully determined), Carver did ultimately
either revise or “unedit and revive” certain stories from What We
Talk About When We Talk About Love, and many were republished
in the 1988 collection Where I'm Calling From. The changes in
these stories provide an excellent lesson for students on the power
of revision (see Chapter 3), and they can spark good classroom
conversation on the issue of author ownership.

12
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Whatever the level of discord between Carver and Lish, it
definitely did exist, as evidenced by a fervent letter Carver wrote
to Lish as he completed the manuscript of Cathedral in 1982. In
the letter, Carver pleads to maintain control of his own words: “I
can’t undergo [that] kind of surgical amputation and transplanta-
tion. . . . Please help me with this book as a good editor, the best
... not as my ghost” (Max 40).

Cathedral, named for its most well-known story and one of
Carver’s best, was published in 1983 as Carver wanted it, for the
most part. The collection received rave reviews and earned Carver
nominations for a National Book Critics Circle Award in 1983
and a Pulitzer Prize in 1984. Fires: Essays, Poems, Stories was also
published in 1983, and in that same year Carver was awarded a
Mildred and Harold Strauss Livings Award, a five-year fellowship
from the American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters that
allowed him to give up teaching. Now virtually free from finan-
cial worries, Carver instead faced the pressures of fame and so
retreated to Sky House, Gallagher’s home in Port Angeles, Wash-
ington, where he could write relatively undisturbed.

At this point, Carver turned to poetry with a new zeal. Al-
though poetry, for a number of years, had taken a backseat to his
fiction, in the mideighties Carver found new inspiration. He was
very productive, publishing poems in Poetry magazine and in his
own collections Where Water Comes Together with Other Water
(1985) and Ultramarine (1986). The publication of his poetry
showed readers another side of Carver, a side just as honest as
that evidenced in his fiction but somehow more intimate and
vulnerable. Although he’s generally known as a fiction writer, for
Carver poetry had always been “very close to my heart” (Applefield
211), so close in fact that in June 1987 he said, “So I suppose on

13
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my tombstone I'd be very pleased if they’d put ‘poet and short-
story writer—and occasional essayist.” In that order” (Boddy 197).

The line has a tragic irony to it. Only a few months later Carver
was diagnosed with cancer. So too does his last piece of pub-
lished fiction eerily presage his death. “Errand” was published in
the June 1, 1987, New Yorker, the story inspired by a new biogra-
phy, Chekhov by Henri Troyat (“On ‘Errand’” 197). Carver had
always deeply admired Chekhov’s work, and, in the course of
reading this biography, he became particularly gripped by a de-
scription of the night of Chekhov’s death, July 2, 1904 (197). The
scene involved the ordering of champagne by Chekhov’s doctor
as Chekhov lay dying: “But this little piece of human business
struck me as an extraordinary action. Before I really knew what I
was going to do with it, or how I was going to proceed, I felt I had
been launched into a story of my own then and there” (197). The
story is an excellent example of how researched reality and imagi-
native invention can be blended into the perfect tale. It re-creates
the moment Chekhov first hemorrhaged from the tuberculosis
that killed him and traces his decline to the final ordering of cham-
pagne at his deathbed, an ending Carver struggled with and ulti-
mately sought Gallagher’ help in bringing to resolution (Max 51).
“Errand,” though “a good deal different from anything I'd ever
done before” (“On ‘Errand’” 198), is considered one of Carver’s
finest stories. The power of the story is magnified by the fact that
only weeks after its publication, Carver himself was diagnosed
with lung cancer.

Carver, a man who smoked sixty cigarettes a day (Caldwell
243), quit smoking cold turkey. In October 1987, he underwent
surgery to remove much of his left lung. In March 1988, he com-
pleted a series of radiation treatments, but the cancer reappeared.

14
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Despite the clearly ominous course the disease was taking, Carver
was buoyed by the May publication of Where I'm Calling From
and by his induction into the American Academy and Institute of
Arts and Letters. And on June 17, aware that time was running
out, he and Gallagher married in Reno. On the morning of Au-
gust 2, 1988, Carver died at home in Port Angeles, Washington.

Raymond Carver’s life was one of extremes. The early years
were grim, bleak, and difficult as he battled poverty, alcohol, and
relationships gone wrong: “Life / was a stone, grinding and sharp-
ening” (“The Autopsy Room” 150). His last years were good ones,
bright with career success and personal happiness: “Alive, sober,
working, loving and / being loved by a good woman” (“Gravy”
118). I know there are those who might argue that the hard facts
of Carvers life are not the sort of stuff adolescents ought to grapple
with. My students and I would disagree. My students seem to
draw strength from Carver. Somehow his life embodies for them
something of the American Dream. He reminds them that you
don't have to start with anything but a dream, a passion, some-
thing that sets you on fire. Add to that persistence and drive and
heart—and there is hope. When in a poem he tells them what
you need for painting, they understand that this is exactly what
you need for living too: “Indifference to everything except your
canvas. / The ability to work like a locomotive. / An iron will
(“What You Need for Painting” 142).

Raymond Carver found through his passion for writing the
sort of success that allowed him to face even an early death with
equanimity and something akin to joy. We hear this in his poem
“Gravy”™: “‘Don’t weep for me,’ / he said to his friends. Tm a lucky
man / I've had ten years longer than I or anyone / expected. Pure

ERE)

gravy ” (“Gravy” 118). Each year as we read these last lines, there
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is silence in my classroom. My students don’t always understand
the colloquial meaning of the term gravy, but they do understand
both the tragedy and the beauty inherent in those lines. They
understand Carver Country.

16
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