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In a world of too much marketing and too many choices, labels give people something to latch onto, something to signal whether a work of art is worth their time and energy to pick up or not. Interstitial art, by definition, is art that’s hard to describe or pigeonhole, art that stretches definitions and asks its audience to leave its expectations at the door. Some people like that experience. Some don’t. Some would enjoy it if they were warned ahead of time.

Delia Sherman in the Interfictions 2 Editors’ Afterword

Introduction

There has always been writing that is hard or impossible to classify, from Lawrence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy and Denis Diderot’s Jacques and His Master to Toni Morrison’s Beloved and Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish Policemen’s Union. Sometimes such a work finds its way to readers from the genre side of the Great Literary Divide and sometimes from the literary side, but the earmarks are the same. An interstitial piece draws its inspiration, its form, and its conventions from several formal literary genres, creating a work that forces a reader to approach it on its own unique terms.

By its very nature, interstitial writing is hard to pin down, especially as genres tend to grow up around very popular interstitial works. For instance, the current “urban fantasy” trend began with the popularity of Laurell K. Hamilton and Charlaine Harris: very different meldings of the tropes of mystery, romance, paranormal, and regional fiction. When they first came out, there was nothing else like them. Now, “paranormal romance” and “urban fantasy” are recognizable marketing categories that have spawned subgenres of their own. However, certain books, both classic (like Lawrence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy) and contemporary (like Jeanette Winterson’s Art and Lies) will always be difficult, if not impossible, to categorize neatly.

If you want to know more about what people have said about interstitial fiction (or interstitial art in general) please visit our website at www.interstitialarts.org.

Questions about the Introduction and Afterword

1. Why are writers and other artists drawn to blending genres in the first place?

2. Why write in a genre, or a mix of genres, at all? 

3. Wouldn't it be better to just create a new genre? Wouldn't it be "more creative"?

4. What are the aesthetic criteria for interstitial fiction? How do we separate "successful" interstitial works from the "less successful" ones? 

Jeffrey Ford, “The War Between Heaven and Hell Wallpaper”

1. Ford says in his afterword for “’The War Between Heaven and Hell Wallpaper’” that it “is a completely true story.” Does knowing this change how you read the story? 

2. Which details push the story toward fiction? Which towards memoir? 

3. Does Father Shaw's death in the story seem to fit with the fate of the real Father Shaw?

4. What is Lynn's role in the story?

5. What is it that the narrator, consciously and unconsciously, is trying to work through? Why does it seem that, whether awake or sleeping, he's having trouble putting his finger on what is bothering him?

M. Rickert, “Beautiful Feast”

1. How would you characterize the writing style of the story? What do you think Rickert is trying to evoke through the use of that style?

2. Dreams are central to this story, but so are wishes. Are there any characters whose wishes are granted? 

3. Do you read the appearance of the tiger as a plot-point, or as something more symbolic?

4. Before he leaves, Phi Nuc Than tells Johnny, "Life is too little for us to spend our days like this." How does the use of this poetic, "bad" English change the message that the character might otherwise relay to Johnny?

5. What do you think happens to Johnny at the end of the story? 

Will Ludwigsen, “Remembrance is Something Like a House”

1. The story begins with the sentence, "Every day for three decades, the abandoned house strains against its galling anchors, hoping to pull free." In other words, you learn right away that a house can think, have opinions, take action. What is the motivation to keep reading something that is obviously so far from reality?

2. Why does the house see this as a "secret journey" (15)?

3. One way for readers to get their heads around a story like this one is to think of it as symbolic, surreal, and/or allegorical. Do you think the amount of detail Ludwigsen devotes to recounting the specifics of the house's journey – i.e. "The house hates fences, especially barbed wire ones" (17) – interferes with a purely symbolic reading of the story?

4. What is the purpose of the "interesting visitors" portion of the story (18-22)?

5. In his afterword, Ludwigsen talks about the chance he took by making a house the viewpoint character of a story. What other genre rules does Ludwigsen break?

Cecil Castellucci, “The Long and Short of Long-Term Memory”

1. What part do the slides and visual aides play in this story? 

2. Why is the story told through a more fractured style, rather than as a straight narrative? What do we as readers gain through the "spaces" between sections?

3. On page 34, there is a moment of theater-like dialogue:


HEIDI: How do I make sure that I can remember everything?


DUNBAR: How can I forget one specific thing?



What do these lines tell us about each character? About the 
story's themes?

4. Should Dunbar be allowed to forget? Why or why not?

5. What about this story makes it interstitial, instead of straightforward science-fiction?

Alaya Dawn Johnson, “The Score”

1. This story is told through a series of various kinds of documents, constantly breaking the narrative just as a reader settles into it. How does the act of piecing a story together through various narrative forms change the way we interpret it? 

2. Do we have to change strategies for reading depending on which kind of document Johnson uses?

3. Because it relies on the revelation of primary documents, "The Score" eschews many of the traditional methods writers use to develop characters – description of body features, interior monologue, etc. How do we come to know the characters in this story? Does it feel more difficult to get to know them? Does it feel more authentic to how we know (or don't know) people in real life?

4. Within the context of the story, does Jake really visit Omura from beyond the grave, or is she experiencing, as she herself expects, a psychotic break?

5. Why does the story end with China apparently beginning a nuclear bombardment of the United States?
Ray Vukcevich, “The Two of Me”

1. Like "Remembrance is Something Like a House," "The Two of Me" is a very unrealistic story indeed, and yet it is written with the absolute matter-of-fact tone of a diary or memoir. What real-life events and relationships does this story shed light on, and how?

2. What might Vukcevich be saying about gender roles through having a boy grow his sister right out of his shoulder?

3. What effect does the fact that Davy and Renata live with foster parents have on the story?

4. Since the wings are slowly emerging from the shared body, why does everyone assume that they are Renata's? For that matter, what are the purpose of these wings, which remain vestigial for most of the story?

5. One of the most famous stories in world literature is Gabriel García Márquez's unquestionably interstitial "A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings." How does Vukcevich's story compare with García Márquez's? Their premises share a number of features, but do their themes? 

Carlos Hernandez, “The Assimilated Cuban’s Guide to Quantum Santeria”

1. How does the title reflect the content of the story? What kinds of expectations does it raise and how do those expectations get filled or transmuted in the course of the story?

2. Why do you think Hernandez left the Spanish in the story untranslated? What is the purpose of the untranslated Spanish?

3. Miss Pigeon is a character who shows up briefly in the story, never to return. What role does she play in Salvador's growing understanding of the world?

4. Alma (Salvador's deceased mother) vehemently objects to "black magic" and, later, beats Salvador with her shoe for killing a pigeon – even though doing so is what allows her to return in the first place! What does her objection to Santería and "black magic" represent? 

5. How do you feel about the fact that at the end of the story Salvador, as a grown man and a well-respected physicist, is going to kill a pigeon to summon his mother yet again?

Lavie Tidhar, “Shoes”

1. Literature is full of stories of exotic islands where strange and wonderful things happen and the primitive people are more in touch with nature than their more civilized conquerors. Literary studies, in fact, has spent a generation decrying this type of story as "imperialist" or "colonialist." How does “Shoes” problematize this colonialist trope?

2. What point of view does the story adopt towards the "civilized" conquerors?

3. "Shoes" moves between what a Western reader might think of as two different storytelling modalities: realism and myth. In what ways does the story attempt to reconcile the two into a seamless story? In what ways does it set them in uneasy juxtaposition to each other? Is there a third option?

4. In the afterward, Tidhar writes, "Life and storian – the art of telling stories – can't be separated in Vanuatu. Nor should they." Think of how storian fits in with the definitions of interstitial writing you have encountered. Are they synonymous? What differences, blatant or subtle, exist between the two?

5. Compare the ways a "foreign" (non-English) language is used in "Shoes" and in "The Assimilated Cuban's Guide to Quantum Santeria." In what ways are the authors getting at similar ideas through the use of an untranslated second language? In what ways do they differ? 

Brian Francis Slattery, “Interviews After the Revolution”

1. Slattery’s story is constructed as a series of interviews with characters in a fictional setting that has just experienced a revolution. Does this structure provide any sense of realism, despite the country in question clearly being an imaginary one?

2. What does it say about our own acceptance of certain rhetorical strategies as proof or evidence, that they can be employed to convince a reader about an imaginary place?

3. There are a lot of characters in "Interviews.” Because of its structure, readers may find it challenging to keep track of which character said what and the motivations and unique characteristics of each. As this is a story of social upheaval and corruption, what is the effect of having characters that bleed into one another, both on the reading experience and, later, on the themes we can draw from the story?

4. Who is the "Q" who conducts the interviews? How were these interviews arranged? What is the "situation" that has allowed these interviews to be conducted, and then transmitted to you, the reader? Though these aren't questions for which we can necessarily find answers in the story, consider what the aesthetic effect of not having all the answers might be.

5. Slattery, in his afterword, tells us that he threw away an earlier draft of the story because "too many of the plot elements were too implausible for fiction." He argues that fiction's formal constraints limit what is possible in fiction, whereas nonfiction, ironically, can be outragous because it carries the imprimatur of the truth. In what ways can fiction be more limited by formal constraints than nonfiction? 

Elizabeth Ziemska, “Count Poniatowski and the Beautiful Chicken”

1. There is a big genre-switch in this story. In the beginning, we might believe we are reading a story of domestic realism – a daughter getting ready to record her father’s memoirs. And then we discover that the father has invented a time machine! How does Ziemska "cushion" the transition between the expectations raised by one type of story and the movement towards another?
2. What kind of comment about science is the story making by way of the narrator's father's plan to "fix" the Commonwealth of Poland and Lithuania? Of the distinction between the "wet" world of living beings and the "dry" world of science?

3. The beautiful chicken. It must be a symbol. Right? But of what?

4. Do you buy the father's explanation of "cause and effect" at the end of the story? How does his theory explain his unwillingness to try his plan again, at a time when the Count might be a little more lucid?

5. In her afterword, Ziemska refers to this story as a “concretion” of disparate elements, and enumerates them. In what ways is the story a concretion of disparate genres as well?

Peter M. Ball, “Black Dog: A Biography”

1. Ball subtitles his story “A Biography,” yet it incorporates a mythical black dog that haunts the narrator. Do the biographical claim and the fantasy element compete for your attention and belief in the story? What does that make you think about the oppositional nature of autobiography and fiction?

2. Why won't the Black Dog eat the narrator?

3. Why DOES the Black Dog eat most of his poor girlfriends? Why do you think nobody notices their absence once they are gone?

4. As time goes on, the narrator seems to lose his fear of the Black Dog, to speak to it with far less reverence, and even with offhand irony. How does this change align with the narrator's maturation?

5. The narrator and the Black Dog reach a kind of peace at the end of the story. Given what has happened up to now, how are we to understand that peace? How long will it last?

Camilla Bruce, “Berry Moon: Laments of a Muse”

1. In Classical literature, a muse is a goddess who bestows the divine gift of inspiration upon the poet. What is the role of the muse in this story?

2. How does Bruce use language to create the persona of an alien mind, one that thinks differently from a typical human mind?

3. Why does the muse eat Bill? How does this relate to why the Black Dog eats that narrator's girlfriends?

4.  The story's final sentences are unequivocally sexual even though the story at that point is, literally speaking, simply about a writer typing. How does the metaphoric sex with a muse help explain the artistic process?

5. Is this a story at all? An autobiography? Pure fantasy? A prose poem? 

Amelia Beamer, “Morton Goes to the Hospital”

1. What kind of man is Morton? What makes him an unusual protagonist (if you can even call him one)?

2. How does the narration in the second section of the story change your expectations of what the story is about? Who is the "I"? Who is the "you"?

3. The narrator says, "Somehow this is all my fault. It's terrible. But I did it for you." Do you think the narrator is referring to you, the reader? What narrative conventions lead us to desire, in an unattractive way, violence done to the imagined characters in fiction?

4. Should we care what happens to Morton? Alice? Marie? The narrator? The "you"? How important in this story is the "human" element?

5. In her afterword, Beamer writes that she thinks of interstitial as “a way to describe works that bridge the intuitive and the intentional.” How do the structure and language of this story reflect both the intuitive and the self-conscious aspects of its creation? 

William Alexander, “After Verona”

1. How does the clipped prose of the beginning of the story give you a sense of both genre and narrator? How does the prose change as the story progresses? How do those changes affect your growing understanding of the narrator?

2. Despite the narrator's denial, is he a kind of detective? How is he not?

3. How does the narrator's question to the dead children under the bridge move "After Verona" away from the genre of supernatural noir?

4. “A ghost story,” Alexander writes, “is a eulogy with a flashlight held under its chin.” Which parts of “After Verona” are eulogy and which ghost story?

5. How do the definitions of “haunt,” “eulogy,” and even “ghost” change over the course of the story?

Shira Lipkin, “Valentines”

1. What kind of story do you think you’re reading at the end of the first section?

2. How do you make sense of the fact that section numbers repeat in the story? Are all the "Is" linked? Or is there a different logic at work? 

3. The narrator writes, "With enough data, maybe I can figure out the world." How does that statement help explain – or perhaps interfere with – how the narrator creates the character of Valentine?

4. How many different kinds of stories do you feel as if you’ve read by the end? What is the culmulative effect of all of these stories gathered together into one? 

5. Does the author’s afterword change the way you read or understand the story? 

Alan DeNiro, “(*_*?) ~~~~ (-_-): The Warp and the Woof”

1. The title is obviously visually stunning, and it might create expectations of a kind of Internet/e-mail/"l33t sp33k" type of prose. Since the story does not fulfull these expectations, why give the story a title that raises them?

2. In terms of style and delivery, this story is less challenging than many of the other stories in Interfictions 2. Why do you think, stylistically speaking, DeNiro chose to tell this particular story in a more straightforward manner?

3. How many different genre tropes does DeNiro employ in this story? How do the mix and variety affect your understanding of the story as a whole?
4. Can you, in just a few sentences, state the plot? If you cannot (and this question is written with the full expectation that no one can!), think about the experience that this story gave you through its rollicking narrative. What do you think this story, as it is written, expects you to take away from its circuitous plot?

5. How is this story different than other "a writer writing a story about a writer" stories you have encountered before?

Nin Andrews, “The Marriage”

1. What exactly is the wife? Take your best guess(es).

2. Is there a way to read this story as straight realism – metaphoric realism, but realism? Would the story lose something if its more fantastic elements were taken strictly metaphorically, rather than as real within the fiction?

3. “I suppose this is a bit of a fairy tale,” Andrews writes in her afterword. What parts of the story are drawn from traditional fairy tales? Which fairy tales is she referencing? 

4. How does your knowledge of the conventions of fairy tale influence how you read this story?

5. What parts of the story are drawn from other literary traditions? What are they?

Theodora Goss, “Child-Empress of Mars”

1. At first glance, this seems to be a fairly straightforward Interplanetary Romance. At what point do you begin to suspect that this is a more complex kind of story?

2. What effect does Goss’s highly decorated style have on your reading of the story?

3. The character of the Child-Empress is strongly affected by the formal demands of her traditional role. What impact does her view of the world have on the Hero?

4. What is the Hero’s role in the Child-Empress’s story? What is his role in his own?

5. Do you agree with Goss that aliens and monsters are, by their very nature, "in-betweeny"?

Lionel Davoust, “L’Ile Close”

1. List some of the more memorable anachronisms of the story. Besides making the story postmodern and contemporary, how do those anachronisms advance our understanding of this type of "Romance” (i.e., not the Romance genre of today, but tales of knights and ladies and dragons).

2. Mordred (the antagonist of the Arthurian legend who eventually kills Arthur) states, "How many among us have allowed ourselves to be gulled by the illusion that we are self-aware, human, and have forgotten our symbolic natures?" What is the contradiction in an archetype with enough self-awareness to recognize that "he" (or it) has no self-awareness? What do we do when presented with this contradiction in the story?

3. At the end of the story, the Lady of the Lake says that Arthur and Mordred have "taken their first steps on the path of evolution." Does that represent a kind of "exit"? Why or why not?

4. The story’s title references Jean-Paul Sartre’s Huis Clos (No Exit). How does the reference relate to the story that follows? Think especially about the fact that the story depends almost entirely upon the reader knowing about Arthurian legend – is this an "existential Romance"?

5. What is the emotional effect of Davoust’s mixture of traditional and contemporary styles of writing and storytelling?

Stephanie Shaw, “Afterbirth”

1. How would you define the tone of this story?

2. How does the narrator's list of anxieties bring something like realism to the story (in places, anyway)?

3. If this is an allegory of a woman’s fears surrounding childbirth, how do you read the end of the story? "I do not flinch" is not exactly a song of joy at the miracle of birth, after all! How would you unpack the complex of emotions at the story's end?

4. Do you think Shaw means the reader to think the fantasy creatures in the story are real or imagined by the protagonist? On what level are obstetricians “really” four-headed creatures who are always deeply disappointed in you?

5. What purpose do the fantasy creatures serve? If you are in a reading group or class, have each person pick a favorite and tease out the possible plot, character-development, and thematic purposes for each.

David J. Schwartz, “The 121”

1. Like "Remembrance is Something Like a House," "The 121" begins with an outrageous narrator: an explosion that does not dissipate, and which contains the souls (or some parts of the souls) of the 121 people it killed. Think about the appeal of writing from the perspective of an impossible narrator such as this. What can this perspective give us that would be impossible to get any other way?

2. Why do you think –as if the story wasn't already straining suspension of disbelief to the breaking point – it is important that the explosion work in the film industry?

3. There is a powerful "9/11" theme that permeates the story. This is, to say the least, an oblique way to approach such a difficult subject. What are the benefits of approaching such a politically-charged topic at such an odd angle?

4. Do you read the ending as a new beginning? As a kind of suicide note? As an existential resolve in the face of meaningless? Something else?

5. If you have seen The Third Man, think about it in reference to this story. Though you may never have made a connection to that film on your own, once Schwartz has told you how important it was to the writing process, does it influence your reading of "The 121"? 

General Questions

1. What is the range of conventions and tropes the authors reference in their stories?

2. A number of stories in Interfictions 2 use both conventions of popular fiction and so-called "literary" fiction. Are there any patterns to how the conventions of these two kinds of writing are used in interstitial writing?

3. In a type of writing that emphasizes diversity rather than homogeneity (of style or presentation as well as cross-breeding between unlikely genres), how can readers best prepare themselves for their first encounter with such narratives? 

4. Several of the stories in Interfictions 2 examine political or sociological themes or issues. Do you find they have an ability to address typically "charged" topics in a way that is effective or disarming? How or why not?

5. In ecology, an ecotone is a transition area between two adjacent but different communities of flora and fauna, such as forest and grassland. This transitional space may be narrow or wide, it may be highly localized (the zone between a particular field and a forest) or it may be regional (the transition between forest and grassland). These in-between zones manifest either as a gradual blending of the two communities across a broad area, or as a sharp, discrete boundary line. If we extend this definition of transitory ecological zones to interstitial fiction and art, how would that help describe and account for the various flora and fauna of the genre blendings in Interfictions 2 and those interstitial fictions we encounter in the wild, on our own? How can borrowing terminology from another discipline like ecological studies – the study of environments – help us to see and understand these spaces more clearly?

6. Some critics have debated whether “interstitial” isn’t simply another word for the combination of literary method and fantastic content which Bruce Sterling called “slipstream”. Certainly both terms describe writing that does not follow the conventions of one predominant genre. Might they simply be different degrees on a scale? How would you define their differences? Their similarities? Where do they line up and where do they depart from one another?

Further Reading

Angela Carter: Nights at the Circus; Wise Children

Jeffrey Ford: The Girl in the Glass; Portrait of Mrs. Charbuque; The Shadow Year

Donald Bartheleme: 40 Stories
T. Coraghessan Boyle: Water Music; World’s End

China Miéville: City & the City

Patrick Suskind: Perfume
Sylvia Townsend Warner: Lolly Willowes
Gloria Naylor: Mama Day
John Barth: Chimera; Giles Goat-Boy
Robertson Davies: Rebel Angels; What’s Bred in the Bone; The Lyre of Orpheus, Murther and Walking Spirits; The Cunning Man

Mark Helprin: Winter’s Tale
Alice Hoffman: The River King; Second Nature; Practical Magic

Nina Kiriki Hoffman: A Red Heart of Memories

Elizabeth Knox: The Vintner’s Luck; Black Oxen; Billie’s Kiss
Lisa Goldstein: Tourists

Michael Cunningham: Specimen Days

Ursula K. Le Guin: Unlocking the Air; Always Coming Home

Jeanette Winterson: Art and Lies; The Passion; Sexing the Cherry

A.S. Byatt: Babel Tower

Kelly Link: Stranger Things Happen; Magic for Beginners

Jonathan Carroll: Sleeping in Flame; The Panic Hand

John Crowley: Little, Big

If you would like to know more about what people have said about interstitial fiction (or interstitial art in general) please visit our website at www.interstitialarts.org and join in the conversation.
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