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For each of the last eleven years, Shannon
Ravenel, editor of the celebrated Algonquin
Books anthology New Stories from the
South, has had to come up with a new
gambit, feint, or wrinkle — some way to
duck the inevitable question of what,
exactly, defines a story as “Southern.”
She’s tried everything: call-and-response
with critics (1989), gropings with
geography (1990), an uneasy catalog of
themes (also 1990), even (in 1992) a
comic quatrain borrowed from Roy Blount:

There’s Southem new and Northern new,
And one is warmer and funkier too,
And one has no fried okra at all.

And I know which, and so do yall. (vii)

Every year her point has been the
same: the question can’t be answered. In
the words of Algonquin’s founding editor,
Louis Rubin (quoted in the preface to the
1990 edition): “The ‘Southernness’ in
Southern literature might be said to be
like the ‘sex’ in sex appeal — we know it's
there, and we know how to respond to it,
but frequently there is no explaining why it
works the way it does or precisely how it
achieves its effect” (vii). This is a cousin of
the amiably empty formula for art that’s
been attributed to Eisenhower: “I don’t
know what it is, but | know what | like.”
What's most surprising is that Ravenel’s
stubborn evasion of a definition is precisely
what makes New Stories from the South the
most diverse and successful regional
anthology in the country. It tumns out to be
less a dodge than a triumph.

New Stories’s large readership gives
Ravenel an extraordinary amount of
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influence; as a taste maker she wields more
power, practically speaking, than any single
southemn critic or writer. So inquiring into
the parameters she sets for the “southern”
story — geographic, thematic, and otherwise
— takes on more than merely academic
significance. Algonquin Books (based in
Chapel Hill) has become the South’s most
prominent publisher, and though its
offerings are increasingly eclectic, the core
of its list is still fiction of an avowed
regional character: novels by Jill McCorkle,
Lee Smith, Lewis Nordan, Kaye Gibbons,
and others. Ravenel knows quite well why
critics and reviewers keep inquiring into
her working definition of “Southern”: no
matter how modestly she may want to set
the scope of her undertaking, her book
functions - for the substantial group whose
exposure to literary southern fiction begins
and ends with New Stories — as an ad hoc
canon. For better or worse, no definition
of “Southern short fiction” has wider
currency than the one implicit in Ravenel’s
choices for this anthology.

The good news, then, is that her tastes
are wide-ranging and her judgments
shrewd. She doesn’t slight either
traditionalists or postmoderns, and she’s
made a laudable effort at diversity of
age, race, ethnicity, outlook, and style.
This commitment to variety has an
admirable balance: there’s very rarely a
hint of quota-filling in Ravenel’s choices,
but she does seem attentive and
empathetic to voices outside the once
monolithic southern tradition.

Her catholicity of taste distinguishes
Ravenel’s “canon” from older paradigms.
The best-known definition of southern-
ness, certainly, is the one associated with
the Fugitives and Agrarians of the 1920s
through the ‘50s, who took a congeries of
“characteristic” themes and fashioned
them into a kind of retroactive chivalric
code; and though the political influence
of the Agrarians has begun to fade, the
rubric they established is still influential.
Their definition was, of course, not only
tendentious but prescriptive: a work’s

southernness depended on how well it fit
the ready-made criteria. Ravenel’s
standards are more flexible. She is an
enthusiast, as any good anthologist must
be. Her method seems to be to read the
quarterlies and small magazines and then
to accommodate her definition of the South
to fit those stories that have engaged her
imagination. This is an appealing inversion
of the Agrarians’ method, one that reflects
a dramatically altered South.

Dramatically altered, yes, but not
transfigured. There are, inevitably, elements
of the older tradition in Ravenel’s aesthetic.
As Fred Hobson points out in the Southern
Writer in the Postmodern World, the motives
of the Agrarians may seem suspect now,
but their definition cannot be dismissed:
they didn’t contrive it out of thin air.
Indeed, in her 1990 introduction, Ravenel
provides a list of typical themes that closely
parallels Hobson’s Agrarian catalog.
Ravenel: “A strong narrative voice. A
pervasive sense of humor even in the face
of tragedy. Deep involvement in place, in
family bonds, and in local tradition. A
sense of impending loss. Celebration of
eccentricity. Themes of racial guilt and
of human endurance” (viii-ix). Hobson’s
Agrarians: “a greater attention to the past,
an acceptance of man’s finiteness, his
penchant for failure, a tragic sense . . . a
religious sense, a closeness to nature, a
great attention to and affection for place,
a close attention to family, a preference
for the concrete and a rage against
abstraction” (3). The nativist catechism
held sway for half a century: it was against
a backdrop of these themes that the
Southern Renascence was played out, and
several generations of critics and writers
derived their understanding of the so-
called mind of the South according to the
terms set — approve of them or not,
acquiesce to them or not - by the
Agrarians and their legatees.

One finds an odd vestige of the old
stance in the way Ravenel inflects her
complaint about those readers who
clamor to have an explicit definition of
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