An American author telling about small towns in America

O
n Tuesday, November 6th, 2015, the American writer Steven Millhauser was invited to the Jean Jaurès University of Toulouse in order to speak about small towns in America through his short-stories. He was introduced by two English teachers of the University and his main translator in France, Marc Chenetier. They first questioned him about his work and his literary point of view before he answered the students’ interrogations. 
[image: Afficher l'image d'origine]S. Millhauser is a fictional writer of short stories but also a novelist. Born 1943 he is a multifaceted author, sometimes described as a very late modernist, a myth-maker or even a fabulist. Although his first work was a novel –he has been rewarded with the Pulitzer Prize in 1997 for Martin Dressler, the tale of an American dreamer- he turned towards the short story which according to him ‘includes the gigantic into the minute’. As he considers that it is pertinent for an author to speak about his work, but that some things remains hidden, the American writer rather liked to read an article he wrote few years ago: The Ambition of the Short Story. Fascinated by the miniature, S.M. explained that in no case the short-story is a novel, not even a short one. The novel is proud as a peacock, his size represents power; but the short-story contains “a world in a grain of sand”. That’s why it inspires so much Millhauser and it is of interest for who wants to learn more about America inside. 

The topic of small towns is quite recurrent in Steven Millhauser’s short-stories, because it is also part of his childhood. He moved indeed in a small town at the age of four and kept deep souvenirs of this time. His stories are often based on rumours because they are a way to describe small towns in which people often gossip on the others. They have a dramatic dimension that transforms the reality but makes the action too.  Another mark of the writer’s childhood is the music present through objects, sentences, or titles -like Clair de lune which may refers to Debussy’s piece- perhaps thanks to his mother, a pianist. But S.M. also finds inspiration in paintings maybe like Hopper’s -who represents small towns, contrast between light and shadow, specific objects and characters as well. 
What’s more the American writer has an acute sense of poetry. Even if he rather likes to use the prose, which is more clear speech and refers to primary definitions of vocabulary, he is fascinated by fixed forms like poetry. The poetical language is full of suggestions and metaphors but his structures like the lines and the syllables can takes place in the prose, and S.M. uses them, as well as fixed topoï –fairytale, memories- to outline his stories.  As the notion of excess is often used in his short-stories, the author was asked about the artistic creation which could become destructive. But as Platon a very long time before him, he explained that there is despite everything one good form of madness: being possessed by the Muse, like Poetry. Perhaps it is his way to get closer to this fascinating genre while using prose.
However, the restlessness stories reveal that Millhauser is an ambivalent writer walking on the border between fiction and reality, myth and history, ordinary and extraordinary. He is at “both sides of the fence”, but this fence can separate many things. He likes to use realistic objects that remind the reader of his own world but in imaginary places. “Every piece of work is an act of seduction” and a successful way of seducing is to start with new elements. As far as the writer is concerned, fiction is more down to earth and awakens the appetite for crude pleasures. Fiction is eventually essential to go back to real world as it makes people aware of what’s going out in reality. 

Finally, as the writer asked them if something could define American short-stories, the French teachers there declared after a while that they were recognizable thanks to their landscape and cityscape, the oscillation between imagination and reality, and the capacity of wonder, enduring the American dream. Every story reflects a world, a world in a grain of sand...
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