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Overview
CATHEDRAL is a collection of twelve short stories by Raymond Carver, first published in 1983. The
stories center on working-class and lower-middle-class Americans—often couples, families, and
friends—grappling with the quiet failures of communication, the weight of alcohol, the fragility
of love, and the search for connection in ordinary, often bleak circumstances. Carver's minimalist
style, known as dirty realism, strips prose to its essentials, focusing on the unspoken tensions
beneath everyday interactions. The collection is widely considered his masterpiece, marking a
shift toward a more expansive and hopeful tone compared to his earlier work.

The book's arc moves from stories of estrangement and missed connections to moments of
unexpected grace and understanding. In the title story, a man's jealousy and discomfort toward
his wife's blind friend dissolve into a profound shared experience as they draw a cathedral
together. Other stories explore infidelity, the aftermath of divorce, the awkwardness of new
relationships, and the persistence of memory. Carver's characters are often inarticulate but
deeply human, and their struggles resonate because they are so recognizable. The collection
matters because it captures the emotional complexity of ordinary life with spare, precise
language, and it demonstrates how small acts of empathy can break through isolation. It
remains a touchstone of contemporary American short fiction, influencing countless writers and
readers with its honesty and restraint.

Key Takeaways
• Carver's minimalism proves that what is left unsaid often carries more weight than what is
spoken, so pay attention to silences and pauses in dialogue.

• Small, unglamorous moments of connection—like drawing a cathedral with a blind
man—can offer profound redemption and understanding.

• Alcohol is a recurring destructive force in Carver's world, often masking deeper emotional
pain and preventing genuine communication.

• The stories show that ordinary people, with all their flaws and failures, are worthy of literary
attention and compassion.

• Carver's revision from an earlier, more minimal style to a more expansive one in this
collection demonstrates that artistic growth can come from allowing more air into the prose.

• Jealousy and insecurity often stem from a lack of self-awareness, as seen in the narrator of
'Cathedral' who must confront his own pettiness.
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• The past is never fully left behind; memories and old relationships resurface to shape
present choices and feelings.

• Carver's characters often find that the inability to articulate feelings leads to missed
opportunities for intimacy, but a shared activity can bridge that gap.

Chapter Summaries
Feathers

A couple, Jack and Fran, visit another couple, Bud and Olla, for dinner. The visit is marked by
strange details: a pet peacock, a homely baby, and a plaster cast of Olla's teeth on the TV. Jack
and Fran are initially repulsed, but the evening leaves a lasting impression. Years later, they
recall the visit as a turning point, though their own marriage has since soured. The story explores
how ordinary, even ugly, domesticity can hold a strange allure and how envy and judgment can
distort memory.

Chef's House

A woman named Edna is spending the summer with her estranged husband, Wes, who has
rented a house from a man named Chef. Wes is trying to stay sober, and the couple is tentatively
rebuilding their relationship. The idyllic summer is shattered when Chef returns and needs the
house back, forcing Wes to confront his precarious sobriety and the fragility of their reunion. The
story captures the anxiety of temporary stability and the looming threat of relapse.

Preservation

A man named Sandy has been lying on the couch for three days, depressed and unresponsive,
after losing his job. His wife, Holly, tries to cope with his inertia while also dealing with a
refrigerator that is not working properly. The story juxtaposes the man's emotional paralysis
with the practical need to preserve food. Holly's frustration grows as she realizes she cannot fix
her husband or the appliance, and the story ends with a sense of unresolved stagnation and
quiet desperation.

The Compartment

A man named Myers is on a train in Europe to visit his son, whom he has not seen in years. He
has bought an expensive gift, a watch, but as the journey progresses, he becomes increasingly
bitter and resentful about the past. When his son arrives at the station, Myers impulsively
decides not to get off the train, leaving his son waiting. The story explores the weight of old
grievances and the self-sabotage that comes from an inability to forgive or move forward.

A Small, Good Thing

A mother orders a birthday cake for her son Scotty, who is later hit by a car and falls into a coma.
The parents, Ann and Howard, endure agonizing days at the hospital while the baker repeatedly
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calls to remind them about the cake, unaware of the tragedy. Scotty dies, and the parents, in
their grief, confront the baker at his shop. The baker, now understanding, offers them fresh
cinnamon rolls and a moment of shared humanity, turning a story of loss into one of small
consolation.

Vitamins

A man works a night job selling vitamins door-to-door, while his girlfriend Patti also sells them.
The story follows a night out with Patti and her friend Donna, where the narrator's casual
flirtation with Donna leads to tension. The narrative drifts through the mundane details of their
lives, including a party and a failed sales pitch. The story ends with the narrator reflecting on the
emptiness of his life and the slow erosion of his relationship with Patti, marked by a sense of drift
and disconnection.

Careful

Lloyd is living in a rented room, separated from his wife Inez, and has been trying to stop
drinking. He discovers that he has a ringing in his ears, which he believes is caused by wax. Inez
visits to discuss their finances, and the conversation is strained. Lloyd attempts to clear his ear
with oil, but the process becomes a metaphor for his inability to manage his life. The story ends
with Lloyd spitting out the oil, symbolizing his rejection of help and his continued isolation.

Where I'm Calling From

The narrator is in a drying-out facility for alcoholics, reflecting on his own struggles and those of
other residents, including J.P., who tells stories about his life. The narrator receives a visit from
his girlfriend, but the relationship is uncertain. The story is a meditation on addiction, recovery,
and the possibility of change. It ends with the narrator feeling a cautious sense of hope,
symbolized by a cup of coffee and the simple act of being alive.

Train

A man and a woman, both unnamed, meet on a train and strike up a conversation. They discuss
a mutual acquaintance, a woman who has died, and the man reveals he knew her. The dialogue
is halting and awkward, revealing the difficulty of connecting with strangers. The story is a brief,
elliptical piece that explores themes of memory, loss, and the randomness of human encounters.
It ends with the pair parting, their conversation unresolved.

Fever

Carlyle, a high school art teacher, is left to care for his two young children after his wife leaves
him for another man. He struggles with the demands of parenting and his own emotional
turmoil. A new housekeeper, Mrs. Webster, arrives and brings a sense of order and wisdom.
Through her advice and the routine of daily life, Carlyle begins to find a way forward. The story
ends with Carlyle writing a letter to his wife, accepting the end of the marriage and embracing
his new role.
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The Bridle

A woman narrates the story of a couple, the Holits, who move into her apartment building after
losing their farm. The husband, Harley, is bitter and unemployed, while his wife Marge tries to
keep things together. The narrator observes their decline, including a mysterious accident that
leaves Harley injured. The story uses the metaphor of a bridle to explore themes of control and
freedom. It ends with the Holits leaving, and the narrator reflecting on the fragility of dreams.

Cathedral

The narrator's wife has invited her blind friend Robert to stay overnight. The narrator is jealous
and uncomfortable with the visit, and his wife is anxious about the meeting. Over dinner and
drinks, the narrator's resentment grows, but after his wife falls asleep, he and Robert watch a TV
program about cathedrals. Robert asks the narrator to describe a cathedral, and then to draw
one while holding Robert's hand. The narrator experiences a profound connection, drawing the
cathedral with his eyes closed, feeling a sense of transcendence and understanding.

Themes
• Communication and silence

• Alcoholism and recovery

• Marriage and infidelity

• Isolation and connection

• Empathy and understanding

• Ordinary life and grace

Notable Quotes
• "My eyes were still closed. I was in my house. I knew that. But I didn't feel like I was inside
anything." — The narrator at the end of 'Cathedral' after drawing the cathedral with Robert,
experiencing a moment of transcendence.

• "I'm not doing anything. I'm just sitting here." — The narrator in 'Cathedral' when Robert
asks what he is doing, highlighting his passivity and resistance to connection.

• "The baker was not an old man, but he was not young either. His face was red and his hands
were floury." — Description of the baker in 'A Small, Good Thing' when the parents confront
him.

• "I could hear my heart beating. I could hear everyone's heart. I could hear the human noise
we sat there making, not one of us moving, not even when the room went dark." — The
narrator in 'A Small, Good Thing' after the baker offers them rolls, a moment of shared silence
and connection.
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• "I'm not a bad person. I'm a good person. I just have bad luck." — A character's
self-assessment in 'Where I'm Calling From', reflecting the theme of personal failure and
circumstance.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is CATHEDRAL about?

CATHEDRAL is a collection of twelve short stories by Raymond Carver that explore the lives of
ordinary Americans dealing with failed relationships, alcoholism, and the search for connection.
The stories are known for their minimalist style and focus on unspoken emotions. The title story
involves a man's transformative encounter with a blind friend, leading to a moment of profound
empathy.

Is CATHEDRAL worth reading?

Yes. CATHEDRAL is widely considered Carver's best work and a landmark of American short
fiction. Its spare prose and deep human insight make it a rewarding read for anyone interested
in literary fiction. The stories are emotionally resonant and offer a masterclass in showing rather
than telling. It is a must-read for fans of the short story form.

How does CATHEDRAL end?

Spoiler: The collection ends with the title story 'Cathedral.' The narrator, who has been jealous
and dismissive of his wife's blind friend Robert, spends an evening with him. After his wife falls
asleep, Robert asks the narrator to describe a cathedral and then to draw one while holding his
hand. The narrator closes his eyes and draws, feeling a sense of liberation and connection he has
never experienced before.

Who should read CATHEDRAL?

Readers who appreciate literary fiction, especially short stories, will find CATHEDRAL essential. It
is also valuable for writers studying minimalism and the craft of the short story. Those interested
in explorations of human relationships, addiction, and everyday struggles will connect with
Carver's characters. It is accessible yet profound, suitable for both casual readers and academics.

How long does it take to read CATHEDRAL?

CATHEDRAL is about 240 pages long. At an average reading speed of 250 words per minute, it
would take roughly 5 to 6 hours to read. However, many readers choose to savor the stories
individually, so it might take longer if you pause to reflect on each piece.


