
 
Craft Talk: Robert Lopez and Sam Ligon, dynamic duo, deliver flashes of insight on flash-

fiction and short-shorts  

 
On October 11, 2016, in the midst of extensive book tours, writers Sam Ligon and Robert Lopez 
visited La Crosse, where they conducted dynamic readings (including a joint-reading of one story 
they co-wrote) and they presented a craft talk to students enrolled in Matt Cashion’s and William 
Stobb’s creative writing classes.  
 
Additionally, they offered to ride donkeys, juggle, and talk about the balance between the various 
kinds of work that might make up a life of letters. They have developed a flash fiction workshop 
called The Annihilating Form that they’ve taught together at several schools. Ligon and Lopez met 
in the MFA program at the New School and have maintained a strong editorial and artistic 
relationship for over 20 years since then. Their craft talk was recorded and transcribed by Kayleigh 
Marshall, and a portion of it (edited slightly for brevity and clarity) is presented below. The packet of 
stories they shared as models included work from Grace Paley, Jamaica Kincaid, Kim Chinquee, 
Amy Hempel, Jess Walter, and Shawn Vestal. 

 
Ligon is the author of two novels—Among the Dead and Dreaming and Safe in Heaven Dead—and two 
collections of stories, Wonderland, illustrated by Stephen Knezovich, and Drift and Swerve. He co-
edited, with Kate Lebo, an anthology of poetry and prose called Pie & Whiskey: Writers Under the 
Influence of Butter and Booze. Ligon edits the journal Willow Springs, teaches at Eastern Washington 
University in Spokane, and is Artistic Director of the Port Townsend Writers’ Conference. 
 
Lopez is the author of five books, most recently, All Back Full, a novel, and Good People, a collection 
of stories published by Bellevue Literary Press in January, 2016. He teaches in the MFA program at 
Columbia University, and at The New School, Pratt Institute, and the Solstice low-residency MFA 
program at Pine Manor College. His Flash Fiction, “Bleeders,” first appeared in Willow Springs, and is 
included in the book Asunder, published by Dzanc Books in 2011.   
 
Ligon: Rob and I both write novels, stories, and short-short stories, or flash fiction. Flash fiction 
has been around for a long, long time, but in the last, maybe, fifteen to twenty years, it’s become 
more popular; probably because of the internet as much as anything, because the form works on the 
internet. A book called Sudden Fiction came out in about 1988, which gathered a whole bunch of very 
short stories. Today we probably wouldn’t consider some of those short shorts, stories like Say Yes 
by Tobias Wolff, or Dybek’s Pet Milk, and many others that are around 2,500 words. I think when 
you get to that length you’re actually looking at stories that just happen to be fairly short stories. 
When you go under 1,000 words, however, something else happens. When you go under 300 words, 
you’re getting into a territory that’s totally different—because you’re not going to include a lot of 
narrative movement in 300 words. You’re also not going to have a lot of room for character 
development in 300 words, so things will change in the prose as a result of that. I'll tell you a little bit 
about my experience and then we’ll look at some stories, and Rob will do the same.   
 
I started writing flash fiction five or six years ago after an editor asked me to contribute to an 
anthology of short-short work. He wanted a 300-word story and I said, “I don’t want to, I can’t 
contribute to it, I don’t know how to do it and it seems stupid to me.” I didn’t actually say it seemed 
stupid, but I thought it did. Why would form come before content? Whenever I start writing 



something, it’ll end up being 1,500 words, 4,000 words, or 6,000 words. I never come up with the 
word count first and then write the piece. But I couldn’t stop thinking about this 300 word story, so 
I went and I tried to do it—and I failed. I wrote a story that was about 800 words. Before long, I 
became obsessed with trying to make the story work, so I ended up writing it and rewriting it and 
rewriting it, and I finally got it down to 300 words and what happened as a result of the process was 
that the voice of the story completely changed because of this massive compression I put on the 
lines. I realized that it was really cool to have this box to pour work into, this form that I’d never 
considered before, in which my voice changed, and the lines I was writing changed. Poets talk about 
formal constraint, and what they mean is they’re writing in form, such as a haiku, say, where they’re 
constrained by the syllabics of the poem. Or in a sonnet you’re constrained by a rhyme scheme and 
number of lines. I always thought as a fiction writer that was stupid, to have formal constraint, 
because I was stupid.   
  
Lopez: He thinks a lot of things are stupid.   
  
Ligon: I thought it was stupid because why would you write a 14-line poem? Who cares? What I 
learned as a result of my experience with the short-short was that you have to succeed in spite of the 
form, or opportunity arises from the form. In short-short stories, you create a problem for yourself, 
having to create a 500 word story or a 900 word story, whatever it is. The other thing that happens is 
that language and voice become paramount. Usually in fiction we think that character is the most 
important thing we do. In short-short stories, character might be important, but it might not be 
important. What is most important almost always in short-short stories is voice and rhythm, or the 
sound of the story, the voice of the story, the rhythm of the story. This makes it more like poetry, 
and makes it really exciting for prose writers. Rob, do you have thoughts on short-shorts?  
  
Lopez: None whatsoever. None.   
  
Ligon: Okay, so let’s look at this packet to see what other writers say about the form, and then 
we’ll talk about some. 
  
Lopez: I have a couple of questions for the group first. How many poets do we have in the room, 
people who scribble poems? Okay. And has anyone written short-short fiction before? Okay, so we 
have some experience in dealing with this form.   
  
Ligon: Here’s what some writers say about it, and the main thing to consider is there’s a lot of 
different approaches. These quotes come from that early anthology Sudden Fiction. Fred Chappell 
says: “The two requirements are that it be quite short and that it be troubling. Unease, whether 
humorous or sad, is the effect the short-short aims for.”  And I wonder if that’s true of all fiction.   
Lopez: It is. It is.   
 
Ligon: We want unease, we want something to be wrong, something to be broken. John L’Heureux 
said: “A really good short-short, no matter what else it may be, is a story we can’t help but read fast, 
and then rereading, and again, but no matter how many times we read it we’re not quite through it 
yet." I like that one a lot, because when I write short-shorts I feel like I have that experience where I 
write it and I read it again, and I’m writing it over and over and over. As an editor too, when I’m 
reading short fiction, if I want to go back to the beginning of the story right when I finish it, it 
means typically I think that story’s working, that it’s doing something effective. Lydia Davis says, 
“The very short story is a nervous form of story. It keeps itself more separate from you than a 



longer story.” And I think that’s a problem with the form. It’s hard to get emotionally invested in a 
short-short story, it’s hard to hook a reader in a short-short story because you don’t have that much 
time to bring them in. Charles Baxter says, “In the abruptly short story, familiarity takes the place of 
details.” He says: “We’ve seen this 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.” But I would also argue that a list of details is 
another kind of short-short that is incredibly effective. We might look at a story that works that way.  
 
Stuart Dybeck says “Their allusive quality is what makes them attractive. The short prose piece exists 
in a no man’s land between prose and poetry, between narrative and lyric, story and fable, joke and 
meditation, fragment and whole. Their very limitations of scale often demand unconventional 
strategies." This is the other thing I love about them. I think they do demand unconventional 
strategies and, as such, they tend to allow you to play, they help you discover things you didn’t know 
you could do as a writer. You’ve got a problem to solve in a short-short if you’ve got a word count 
or prompt restriction.  
 
Finally, Joyce Carol Oates says, “Very short fictions are nearly always experimental, exquisitely 
calibrated…” (that sounds like a poem right, exquisitely calibrated) “…reminiscent of Frost’s 
definition of poem—a structure of words that consumes itself as it unfolds, like ice melting on a 
stove. The form is sometimes mythical, sometimes anecdotal, but it ends with its final sentence, 
often with its final word. They’re highly compressed and highly charged." And the great thing about 
the whole idea about failure in the short-short form, when we fail—and we fail all the time as 
writers—you don’t have a huge investment in it. You spent two days on it, three days. Now go do 
another one. It feels like a place where you can take a lot of risk because in some ways you don’t 
have a huge investment in it.  
  
Lopez: But in other ways the stakes are higher. I always think about short-short fiction as a high-
wire act, because you don’t have much time to get anything wrong. Every single word, every single 
syllable has to be exact. For me, the danger of that is intoxicating and what makes a short-short 
fiction the most compelling form I can think of in fiction.   
  
Ligon: And Rob’s not kidding when he says syllable. The beats are absolutely critical. It’s the music 
of the prose. Poets talk about music because poets know every word counts, every line counts, every 
syllable counts. Fiction writers should know that too. When we write in the short-short form, I think 
we bring that sensitivity to sound into all of our work. We should be line writers no matter what, but 
when we write short-short fiction, we have to be line writers.   
 
 
 


