
INTRODUCTION TO CREATIVE WRITING

PO MO SUDDEN FICTION ASSIGNMENT

“A form carries with it certain built-in expectations, certain predictable possibilities for both reader and writer. 
But the short prose piece so frequently inhabits a No-Man’s Land between prose and poetry, narrative and lyric, 
story and fable, joke and meditation, fragment and whole, that one of its identifying characteristics has been its 

protean shapes.”

—Stuart Dybek, Sudden Fiction

This final assignment asks you to write a story of the genre that is commonly called “sudden fiction”—or flash 
fiction, short-shorts, blasters.

Put simply, sudden fiction means brief fiction—a story that’s been honed down to no more than 1000 – 1500 words 
or so (roughly 1 - 2 single-spaced, typed pages of 12-font prose). This semester, we’ve read Jamaica Kincaid’s “Girl,” 
Charles Baxter’s “The Cliff,” Ron Carlson’s “Reading the Paper,” Ray Carver’s “Popular Mechanics,” and Margaret 
Atwood’s “Happy Endings,” all of which are sudden fictions.

In addition to the requirement that it be brief, sudden fiction should be troubling. Disquiet—humorous or sad—is the 
desired effect. Even if the story achieves resolution, it cannot be an easy one, and it should not give the feeling of 
permanence. Remember Jamaica Kincaid’s admonition, “You mean to tell me you’re going to be the kind of woman 
the baker doesn’t let near the bread?” In this example, the ending is left open: the ending both closes the story at 
the same time that the ending opens up the possibility of new stories—by the end of these stories, what’s broke ain’t 
fixed.

Unlike the traditional short story, or its longer cousin the novel, sudden fiction does not create an entire donnée, 
but, rather, inhabits a larger world which it must take care to evoke. What I mean is that sudden fiction does not 
have the time to invent a donnée that’s extended—a whole family, a lengthy relationship, another planet or time 
period, an on-going visitation from generations of ghosts, or an apocalyptic end-of-the-world scenario. Instead, 
sudden fiction assumes the world that it enters and then, through very careful choices, shows but one tiny moment 
from that world. “Familiar material,” says the writer Charles Baxter, “takes the place of detail. Oh yes, the reader 
says: a couple quarreling in a sidewalk restaurant, a nine-year-old boy stealing a Scripto in Woolworth’s [or, these 
days, an iPod in Circuit City], a woman crying in the bathtub. We’ve seen that before. We know where we are. 
Don’t give us details; we don’t need them. What we need is surprise, a quick turning of the wrist toward texture, or 
wisdom, something suddenly broken or quickly repaired. Yes, we know these people.” Now, Atwood would add, tell 
us what they do—and Why and How. 
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At its most basic, then, the requirements of this assignment are to:

1. Write a sudden fiction story that’s no more than two typed, double-spaced, spell-checked pages; and
2. Make sure that the story’s aim is to be troubling.  

But of course I am going to go a bit further and require the following as well:  

3. That you use a Po Mo form for telling this story—one that is part and parcel with the story’s intended 
function.

The reason for this additional requirement is simple: I want those of you who have not tried a postmodern form to 
give it a go—you’ve cut your proverbial teeth on the traditional short story, so now you’ve got knowledge of rules 
that should allow you to break those rules in smart and sexy ways. Moreover, I want you to have to think of writing 
not as merely a solitary act (that cigarette-smoking, beret-wearing, red-wine-drinking artist in the attic) but as a 
public one. Without an audience, an artist isn’t really an artist at all. The point of art is to communicate—to convey 
emotion, stir things up, make people joyful or angry or have them faint for beauty or innovation or deep meaning. 
The point of art is to convey the human to other humans.

Making your sudden fiction “Po Mo” can mean just about any approach that you feel responds to, comments on, 
extends, or revises traditional story in a meaningful way. Our examples or models of Po Mo fiction are, in addition 
to Atwood and Kincaid, Sherman Alexie’s “The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven,” Jorge Luis Borges’ “The 
End of the Duel,” Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s “A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings,” Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The 
Yellow Wallpaper,” Ursula Le Guin’s “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas,” and J. Annie MacLeod’s “A Very Short 
Story Begins on a Farm.”

Please feel free to borrow approaches from the Po Mo writers we’ve read—or that you will read—that might work for 
your individual story. For instance, if adopting the A-B-C form from Atwood works for you, do it. Or a metafictional 
narrator as seen in the MacLeod piece. All writing, to my mind, is a kind of quilting (or, if you like Stephen King’s 
grittier metaphor, thieving): a stitching together of previously read/known stories, approaches, characters, plots, 
themes, ideas. I believe to my core that there are no original pieces of writing; instead, what we have are original 
patterns cut from old fabrics. What distinguishes writing from plagiarism is art: plagiarism is brainless crafting 
(lifting bits wholesale and sticking them together); writing is brain-ful artistry.

At our final creative class reading, you will bring a hard copy of this story along with you and will perform it out 
loud to your peers; then you will hand it to me at the end of our gathering.


