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Introduction  
The narrator of Jessica Johns’s story “Good Bones” has an unusual 
habit: she composes eulogies for the living. Some of these eulogies 
are written for people she knows and kept in colour-coded folders—
blue for family, green for friends, orange for shitheads. Others she 
comes up with on the fly. Her mother and sister find this activity 
morbid, but Marv, a houseless man she hangs out with on her front 
step, sees the appeal. He even asks her to write one for him. This 
unusual pastime began when she heard a particularly touching 
eulogy at the funeral of a friend: it turned out to have been cribbed 
from a wiki article, which made her wonder “how many people 
could fit into the same template.” Her own eulogies are flights of 
lyricism, with fantastical causes of death that include spaceships and 
poisonous fish.  

“Good Bones” is a marvellous piece of writing, full of warmth and 
humour. But the story is also a parable about conventional realism— 
how its platitudes and clichés too often seduce us into thinking they 
are adequate to the things they describe. Realistic fiction, much like 
a standard eulogy, offers us a way of thinking about the world. In so 
doing, it places certain boundaries around what is imaginable. When 
we talk about realism in storytelling, we are never just talking about 
form or style. We are also referring to baseline moral and political 
truths, as well as certain laws of cause and effect, that readers can 
identify with. The eulogies in “Good Bones” are small acts of 
rebellion against those truths and laws. A eulogy that blandly lists 
someone’s loyalty and kindness may not be incorrect, strictly 
speaking, but it obscures the singularity of life under a thick layer of 
cant. Johns’s story is instead alive to the mystery of individuals and 
their private worlds. By using the charms of language, Johns’s 
narrator uncovers the strangeness latent within the everyday. Her 
eulogies honour oddity.  



As I prepared this anthology, I began to think of the other twenty- 
three stories as doing much the same thing. Whether it’s the quiet 
intimacy of Tom Thor Buchanan’s “Jamaica” or the paranoid horror 
of Gavin Thomson’s “Beelzebub’s Kiss,” each of the pieces in After 
Realism pulls the curtain of reality back to reveal something 
stunning and bizarre. Together, they represent a collective attempt to 
grapple with a tradition dominated by the realist short story.  

Realism is notoriously difficult to pin down. Instead of providing a 
definition, let me offer the first example that comes mind: the 
famous scene in Tolstoy’s War and Peace when Pierre Bezukhov is 
taken out for execution. Awaiting what he believes will be his death, 
he watches a young man in front of him adjust the blindfold around 
his eyes for comfort moments before he is shot. Adjusting the 
blindfold is absurd under the circumstances, but it is also the most 
normal thing imaginable: its realism lies in the fact that it brings a 
moment of high tragedy down to earth. There’s a humanity in the 
gesture we can all recognize.  

If this is the essence of realism, I don’t believe it will ever go out of 
style. But realism is also marked by far more pedestrian features: an 
emphasis on character development over plot, a straightforward or 
understated style, a preference for ordinary people and recognizable 
settings, a tendency toward introspection rather than action, and a 
rejection of the supernatural. This kind of realism operates as a 
convention. It depicts the world as we know it in terms that we are 
broadly familiar with. The Ontario that exists in an Alice Munro 
story, for example, is pretty similar to the Ontario you can visit 
today: the landscape is lovingly captured, and people act the way 
you expect them to act in real life. The Ontario that exists in an 
André Alexis story, on the other hand, is fundamentally different. 
Alexis might depict it using realist techniques—the place names are 
the same, as is the general texture of life—but just when you 



thought you knew what you were dealing with, someone gets eaten 
by their furniture. This is not to suggest that one approach is 
naturally superior to the other; but, if you’ve spent years reading 
stories about marriages failing in suburbia or the sterility of small-
town life or grad students being miserable at parties, it can start to 
feel a bit predictable. When a writer introduces a talking cat, as 
Casey Plett does in “Portland, Oregon,” or a girl whose soul can 
leave her body, as in Rudrapriya Rathore’s “Girls Who Come in 
Threes,” it can feel very refreshing.  

Though the last hundred and fifty years have seen an explosion in 
literary forms and idioms—from high modernism to science fiction 
to magical realism—the realist short story has maintained a 
relatively stable place in the literary firmament, as anyone who has 
spent time reading submissions for a literary magazine can attest. 
This is in no small part because realist short stories are among the 
first things young writers are expected to produce. The realist story 
has been enshrined as a rite of passage, an exercise in style that must 
be mastered (or at least attempted) before moving on to novels, 
where the real action lies and where greater risks can be taken. This 
is particularly true in Canada, where university syllabi and short-
fiction textbooks still tend to canonize realist stories as being 
exemplary of the form.  

But the omnipresent weight of this tradition has tended to crowd out 
other stylistic options. In a 2015 essay for Canadian Notes & 
Queries, literary critic Alex Good argued that the generation who 
began their careers during the postwar boom—such as Munro, 
Mavis Gallant, and Alistair MacLeod—dominated the Canadian 
scene so thoroughly that their stories have today become a 
shorthand for CanLit. Younger writers like Tony Burgess, André 
Alexis, Heather O’Neill, and Zsuzsi Gartner have been fêted for 
their experiments with fairy tales and horror stories, but in the 



broader culture, the sixties generation—the “Monsters of CanLit,” 
Good calls them—still embody a kind of mastery. While that 
mastery is one younger writers can, and often do, appreciate, the 
unquestioning worship of it by critics and academics has, Good 
believes, led to a literature gripped by stasis, nostalgia, and geriatric 
self-regard. “It’s been a good half- century run for the Monsters of 
CanLit,” he says in his conclusion, “but it’s obvious now that their 
paths of glory led but to a common grave: dragging us down into the 
future, shackled to a corpse.”  

Six years later, it seems possible to offer a more hopeful literary 
prognosis. Ironically, this is because social and political 
circumstances have gotten much grimmer. The realism championed 
by Good’s monsters now seems inadequate for depicting the post-
Trump, post-Brexit world. Gentle musings about love, time, 
memory, and death from financially comfortable Baby Boomers 
stick in the craw of a generation for whom paying rent is an 
increasingly difficult proposition. The long decades of relative (if 
deceptive) economic and social stability Canada enjoyed in the late 
twentieth century have given way to a period of widespread angst. 
This has sparked a reaction as much aesthetic as political. To 
borrow a phrase from the Irish novelist Sally Rooney, realism tends 
to rely on the “continuous present,” a world in which tomorrow is 
expected to be very similar to today. As covid-19 has made clear, 
we no longer have the luxury of assuming present conditions will 
maintain indefinitely. The exhaustion with realism is not just a 
matter of taste but arises from a sense that a realist style can’t cope 
with reality as we now experience it.  

Looking back, it is clear that many of the most unusual short stories 
and collections published in Canada during the first years of the 
decade—Zsuzsi Gartner’s Better Living through Plastic Explosives, 
André Alexis’s A, Heather O’Neill’s Daydreams of Angels, Spencer 



Gordon’s Cosmo—were signposts in the woods, indicating a path 
forward for writers who wanted to renovate the realist tradition. The 
stories in this anthology borrow from myth, autofiction, sci-fi, fairy 
tale, documentary, and surrealism to chart a new course for the short 
story. As suggested by the title, the stories in After Realism are not 
so much post-realist as they are written with a conscious 
understanding that realism is one tradition among many. They are 
chronologically “after” the major boom of realist literature in the 
late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. They are also “after” 
realism in the way a poem can be written “after” a certain poet. 
Some stories, like Sofia Mostaghimi’s “Roxane and Julieta” and 
Michael LaPointe’s “The Stunt,” hew closely to the conventions of 
realism, while others, like Marcus Creaghan’s “I’m Lonely Down 
Here” and Cody Klippenstein’s “Minor Aberrations in Geologic 
Time,” engage in a compressed form of fantasy world building.  

The story of how this group of writers got to this point is itself an 
apt reflection of the time in which they are writing. Having come of 
age in the first decades of the twenty-first century, their artistic 
development has been marked by two existential struggles: one 
particular to the literary world, the other shared by most members of 
their generation.  

Over the past thirty years, publishing in Canada and the US has been 
almost completely hollowed out, a process that began in the last 
decades of the twentieth century, as publishing and bookselling 
became more centralized, widening the chasm between 
professionals and amateurs, between those able to make a living off 
their work and those who must find other ways to pay the bills. As 
Elaine Dewar argues in her book The Handover, this process started 
with the rise of the book chain Chapters in the 1990s. Because it 
commanded such a large share of the market, Chapters had 
unprecedented power over book distribution. If books didn’t sell 



within a set period of time, they were shipped back to the press, 
narrowing the window for marketing and reducing the chances that 
a book could become a slow-burn success. Major chains like 
Chapters were in turn consumed by Amazon, which operates on 
such a massive scale that it has a unique power to dictate terms to 
publishers. This has led to a cascading process of consolidation over 
the past decade, as established publishing houses merge and buy 
each other out in hopes that conglomeration will give them the 
leverage they need to negotiate with Amazon.  

The result of this has been the creation of a near-monopoly in 
publishing. According to the Financial Times, one in four books 
sold worldwide are sold by the German multinational Bertelsmann, 
which owns Penguin Random House. As tends to happen in 
industries controlled by a few major players, this creates conditions 
in which authors and their agents have less power and fewer 
options. A handful of major publishers (namely, Penguin Random 
House, HarperCollins, and Simon & Schuster) can offer advances 
many times larger than indie presses can put on the table. But this 
makes them less likely to publish authors who won’t provide a high 
return on investment. A successful writer needs to do more than just 
earn back their advance: they must be a revenue machine, a 
marketable commodity that can generate long-term profit for the 
company. The best way to do this is by building an enduring brand, 
remaining consistent to that brand, and writing the sort of book that 
can be conveniently adapted for film or television.  

At the same time, newspapers and magazines have shrunk or 
shuttered, dramatically cutting into a source of secondary income 
many writers relied on. Book pages have been reduced; review 
sections have been decimated. Combined with rising rents and 
stagnant wages, these conditions have created a narrowing of 
horizons. You make it big, or you don’t make it at all.  



Much of this has been blamed on the internet. But the internet giveth 
even as it taketh away. Though conventional career paths are drying 
up, millennial writers have kick-started a golden age of little 
magazines. The low overhead involved in launching a digital publi- 
cation has allowed people with limited resources to create influential 
journals and even publishing houses. Social media has made it 
easier for emerging writers to share their work than ever before, and 
because national borders can be transcended online, new distribution 
networks generate new networks of influence.  

Traditional literary journals like The Fiddlehead or The Malahat 
Review publish work that can be read only by subscribers, and most 
of them are available only in print. If your local library doesn’t stock 
them and you can’t afford to buy your own copy, you’re out of luck. 
Digital magazines are accessible to anyone with an internet 
connection, have considerably less overhead, and often reach far 
beyond their intended audience. A writer in Halifax, for example, 
can publish a story on a Vancouver-based website and then watch 
the story be retweeted by an author in California, who is followed 
by another writer in Scotland, who puts it on their Facebook page, 
where it is seen by a South African blogger—and so forth. During 
my time as editor-in-chief of The Puritan, a digital literary 
magazine, I was often surprised by the odd patterns of dissemination 
that emerged when I checked our social media feeds and Google 
Analytics. Though the magazine was firmly rooted in Toronto, the 
fact that our fiction editor, Noor Naga, spent part of her time in 
Egypt, and that we had published several Nigerian writers, meant 
that we developed odd pockets of readership around the globe. 
Some of these readers became contributors, furthering the 
publication’s cosmopolitan sensibility. Over time, our output 
became defined less by our physical location, and more by the 
sensibilities and networks of our editors and contributors. Many of 
the stories in this anthology were originally published in online 



spaces like Cosmonauts Avenue, Carte Blanche, OMEGA, Hazlitt, 
and The Puritan, alongside fiction from across the English-speaking 
world.  

Just as technology has made publishing and talking about literature 
in English an ever-more global phenomenon, political dynamics 
within Canada—in particular, the movement to recognize the 
territorial sovereignty of Indigenous nations—have caused some 
writers to question whether the Canadian state, and CanLit by 
extension, are morally justifiable projects. Literature in Canada has, 
of course, been a nation-building tool from the beginning and 
formally politicized as such since the 1950s, when the government 
invested in a series of funding bodies (such as the Canada Council) 
explicitly designed to encourage the development of a homegrown 
literature. Writers skeptical of Canadian nationalism understandably 
balk at the idea of contributing to a cultural undertaking framed in 
overtly jingoistic terms.  

These factors have come together to create an emerging literary 
culture that is indifferent to nationalism, entrepreneurial, pessimistic 
about the odds of professional success, and open-minded on 
questions of form and style. CanLit qua CanLit has come to seem a 
parochial affair, predicated as it is on the notion that writers can or 
should be primarily defined by their citizenship. The structures that 
gave rise to and shaped this idea—universities, magazines, contests, 
and funding bodies—still hold significant sway, but this is mostly 
because they dispense money and provide (fitful) employment. 
Perhaps we should treat it as a sign of maturity that many younger 
writers in Canada define themselves more by transnational cultural 
movements and substantive formal and ethical questions than by 
geographic location or residence status.  

In addition to the changes in the publishing industry, the writing in 
this book has also been shaped by seismic social and political shifts. 



A writer born in 1990 watched 9/11 before they were in middle 
school, finished high school under the shadow of the Great 
Recession, and graduated from university into a world of temporary, 
part-time, or contract-based jobs. Their twenties were marked by the 
Idle No More protests, Black Lives Matter, the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, the refugee crisis, and the main-
streaming of far-right white nationalism. During this time, war 
abroad became a kind of background noise while political 
polarization at home reached a fever pitch.  

If that young writer wasn’t white or straight or didn’t identify as a 
man, they would have had to contend with an establishment that 
careened between a fetishistic desire to support them for “diversity” 
reasons and an active hostility should they refuse to affirm the bland 
liberal story that Canada is an essentially progressive and 
multicultural country. Black and Indigenous writers must pursue 
their work knowing that extrajudicial murder of their people is 
common. The scandals relating to alleged sexual abuse at creative 
writing programs at the University of British Columbia and 
Concordia University have led to a generational reckoning with the 
problem of harassment, sexual assault, and rape in the literary 
world. The increased visibility of trans writers—an important 
victory—has also led to a virulent backlash from right-wing media 
and academic figures who believe the movement for trans liberation 
is a threat to public order. The notion that history trends irrevocably 
toward progress has, for many millennial writers, been utterly 
discredited. Small wonder, then, that many of the stories in this 
anthology, like Paige Cooper’s “Record of Working” and Camilla 
Grudova’s “Madame Flora’s,” have a sinister and pessimistic edge.  

Many of these problems are, of course, not unique to this gener- 
ation. They have simply been heightened by rapid technological and 
economic changes. But, for many of the writers who appear in this 



collection, climate change is the unavoidable nemesis. Fiction is 
slow business. It takes years to turn a few sentences into a 
manuscript and a manuscript into a book, and it can take many more 
years for a book to be properly appreciated. The immediacy of the 
environmental threat, the inescapable sense that decisions made in 
the coming years will determine the fate of humanity, raises 
uncomfortable questions about the value of writing. It is a future-
oriented activity, after all, and if the future is likely to be 
significantly shorter than the past, why go to all the trouble? Why 
not get involved in political agitation and direct action that could be 
of some use to the human race? Several of the stories in this 
anthology, including Cason Sharpe’s “California Underwater,” 
David Huebert’s “Chemical Valley,” and Christiane Vadnais’s 
“Creaturæ,” deal explicitly with the question of how we can 
meaningfully live in the face of a climate catastrophe that has 
already begun.  

Given our anxious and paranoid time, it is not surprising that the 
contents of After Realism are intensely self-aware. Narrative itself is 
often the main subject. Characters engage in compulsive 
storytelling, try to rationalize the world around them or puncture its 
illusions, and the question of whether these stories can provide 
meaningful explanations is ever-present. One thinks of John 
Elizabeth Stintzi’s “Going Toward Gadd,” in which a Dungeons and 
Dragons game plays out alongside the self-exploration of the 
nonbinary narrator. In many of these pieces, a great deal of time is 
spent trying to figure out what is true and what isn’t. For Paola 
Ferrante, Jean Marc Ah-Sen, and Eliza Robertson, style becomes the 
story as their protagonists use prose to defamiliarize the events 
taking place.  

What I hope After Realism makes clear is that, while writers are 
influenced by other writers, they are also influenced by everything 



else around them. One can enjoy Kafka without knowing much 
about early twentieth-century Prague, but one cannot really 
understand Kafka without a passing familiarity with his world. Just 
as a reductively sociological approach sterilizes literature, a purely 
aesthetic one leaves it impoverished. By attending to the fact that 
these stories were produced by these people during this time, we 
learn to read them better.  

Realism shaped how generations of Canadian writers understood 
their craft. As we find ourselves in a time when every orthodoxy is 
being questioned, perhaps this new generation, by moving beyond 
realism, can help us appreciate the aesthetic possibilities latent in the 
current period of crisis. These stories will not necessarily instruct, or 
edify. But, as acts of witness, as experiments in language, and as 
encounters with the sublime, they are heartening rejoinders to the 
flatness and cynicism rising like a tide around us.  

 

André Forget, 2022 

 

 

 

 

 

	


