
 1 

2014 PETER COWAN SHORT STORY COMPETITION LAUNCH 

Question responses provided by Dr Susan Midalia, 2014 PCWC Writer-in-Residence 

and author of An Unknown Sky and  

1. Why do you think competitions such as the Peter Cowan 600 Short Story Competition are 

important for the writing community in general?   

 

A word limit of 600 words is very useful for writers for a number of reasons. Firstly, it disciplines 

them to think very carefully about their linguistic choices. Regardless of the genre, a writer must 

try to ensure that every word is necessary, and exactly the right one, in order to achieve the 

meanings and effects they’re aiming for. Secondly, a 600-word limit encourages writers to see the 

value of compression: to understand the ways in which complex meanings can be suggested in 

relatively few words. Finally, the word limit encourages writers to make use of what it not said: 

the unspoken, the implied, the repressed, the silenced, of which every life is constituted. 

 

 

2. Why is entering the Peter Cowan 600SS competition important for new and emerging writers 

including university writing students? 

 

The 600-word limit is particularly useful for relatively inexperienced writers because it can help to 

eliminate one of the biggest problems for novices: the tendency to overwrite. Overwriting – 

what’s usually called purple prose – is writing that’s heavily adjectival or verbose; language that 

tends to be chosen to display the writer’s extensive vocabulary instead of communicating an 

experience. It suggests a kind of insecurity or anxiety about writing, and an inability to recognise 

that often plain or pared-back language can be used in very engaging ways. In short, a 600-word 

limit encourages new writers to see the value of linguistic restraint and subtlety. Secondly, the 

600-word limit helps new writers to improve their self-editing skills. When they re-read their 

story, they need to ask themselves: do I really need that sentence? Is that particular adjective 

necessary? Would a different word make an important change to the kinds of effects I’m aiming 

to achieve? So the word limit makes writers look very closely at what they’ve written, to be 

ruthlessly self-critical. 

 

 

3. The competition is also open to experienced writers.  Is this type of competition also valuable for 

experienced writers? 

 

Certainly. Even experienced writers need to be reminded of the importance of those ideas and 

suggestions I’ve described. It’s also a whole lot of fun to be challenged in this way: to write an 

engaging and memorable story in only 600 words is hard work for experienced writers as well. 

One of my favourite short story writers, the American writer Lydia Davis, has written some 

wonderfully resonant stories that consist of only a few sentences or one brief paragraph. Try, for 

example, her dystopian short story “Smoke.”  
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4. Peter Cowan was an accomplished short story writer.  He published several volumes of short 

fiction and won several major literary awards. What do you think are the main tips that writers 

entering the competition need to consider when compiling their short story entries? 

My first tip is to ask yourself why you needed to write a particular story. Why did it matter to you 

to try to put an experience into words? Because if you can’t answer that question – if you don’t 

know why it matters – then it probably won’t matter to a reader either. Secondly, try to eliminate 

flaws in your story.  This includes getting rid of clichés, mixed metaphors and inadvertent 

repetitions, all of which writers are prone to and which they don’t always notice when they’re 

writing. Thirdly, read your story aloud. You will hear what works and doesn’t. The rhythms of 

sentences, for example: whether a sentence “sings” or is clunky. You will hear the overall shape of 

a paragraph and of the story as a whole: whether certain sections need to be extended or 

shortened, or left out entirely. You will hear inadvertent repetitions. You will hear the 

unnecessary use of words like ‘and’, ‘the’ and ‘that’, the overuse of which can ruin the rhythm of 

a sentence. A final tip is to let your story “sit” for a while. Don’t send it to a competition as soon 

as you’ve finished it, but leave it for a few days, a few weeks, and then re-read it, because you’ll 

always find ways to improve it. As the writer Ernest Hemingway observed, and if I may be 

permitted a vulgarism: “The first draft of anything is shit.” Intelligent and rigorous self-editing is a 

crucial part of the writing process. 

5. What do you think is the essence of writing a great 600-word short story?   

 

a. Every word must be necessary to the overall meanings and effects a writer wishes to 

achieve. 

b. Compression: suggesting a range of meanings in relatively few words. In this way, a story 

can be both economical and evocative, concise and resonant. 

c. Being restrained; respecting your reader’s intelligence. In other words, don’t tell your 

readers what to think, but allow them the pleasure and the challenge of working it out for 

themselves. A writer can suggest her/his meaning by using, for example, symbolism or 

imagery; by describing the appearance of a character or setting; by drawing on the sounds 

of words or the musical properties of language; by using figurative language, that is, making 

unusual or striking comparisons. 

d. An engaging short story also often has a strong sense of voice or tone. This means that the 

point of view from which you choose to narrate a story is crucial.  

 

6. The competition is now in its fifth year and is growing in popularity with the writing community 

throughout Australia.  Why do you think short story competitions are flourishing within the 

Australian writing community? 
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I think it’s partly because these days many people are time-poor. They simply don’t have the time, 

or the mental energy, to write a longer piece, but they still want to experience the pleasure of 

creating something from nothing, of giving shape to and communicating an experience.  

Winning a prize or place in a competition also looks good on your writing CV. It’s a way of gaining 

a readership and getting yourself noticed by publishers.  

 

More experienced writers especially love the challenge of writing a good short story, because 

they understand that it’s aesthetically exacting task. It’s fun, but it’s also damned hard work to 

write a story that creates the illusion of a bigger world beyond the relatively few words on the 

page. A story that can leave readers thinking about it long after they’ve read it. A story that a 

reader can return to and find something new each time. 

 

 

7. You are facilitating a workshop for the centre in March.  Can you tell me a little bit more about 

the focus of this workshop? 

 

The workshop is 3 hours long –with a break for tea and Tim Tams, of course – and it’s open to 

both new and more experienced writers.  
 

In terms of content, we’ll be covering what you might call the “big picture” issues involved in 

writing short stories. These are the four narrative conventions: point of view, characterisation, 

setting and structure. I would like people to get some sense of the different ways in which these 

four elements can and have been used. In the process, we’ll also be working on how to use 

language imaginatively, creatively, intelligently; language that will encourage readers to think 

and to feel, both while they’re reading and for some time afterwards. 

 

In terms of process or procedure, the workshop will combine tips and advice from me with a 

discussion of sample pieces of good writing by well-known writers. The aim is to help participants 

understand what makes for a “good” or publishable story. Importantly, too, there will be plenty 

of opportunity for participants to do short writing exercises on the spot, and to get feedback on 

what they’ve written in a constructive and supportive environment. I also want to reassure 

people that they mustn’t feel obliged to read out every effort; I understand that writing on the 

spot is a rather artificial exercise, and we might not always be pleased with what we manage to 

produce in these circumstances. But I would encourage every one to “have a go” at some point 

and to be open to advice for improvement. 

 

And I won’t forget to have some fun! Because if we’re not enjoying the process, we probably 

won’t learn much at all. 

 


