A Brief Literary History of the Short Story

Origins

“Historically, the Renaissance novella precedes the novel, which itself develops out of collections of novellas: the separate stories become a sequence of episodes with recurring characters, and the frame merges with the picture. The novella is revived as an autonomous form during the Romantic period, and in the nineteenth century the novel and the novella are cultivated separately or together in different countries and in the work of different authors.” Graham Good, ‘Notes on the Novella’ in The New Short Story Theories, ed., Charles E. May (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1994), p.160-1.

“Indeed, since the  emergence of the short story as a fully fledged genre in Europe and America coincides […] with the burgeoning of that protean cultural phenomenon known as Romanticism, there would seem to be a broad basis for the common remark that the short story is in essence a Romantic form: the Romantic prose form. In its normally limited scope and subjective orientation it corresponds to the lyric poem as the novel does to the epic.” Ian Reid, The Short Story (London; New York: Routledge, 1977), p. 27-8.

Varieties of Short Fiction

· Sketch: The sketch is a predominantly descriptive piece of writing that typically remains almost completely plotless, attempting to convey instead a detailed picture of local scenery, customs, or particular characters. Although largely static, the sketch also usually makes some minimal movement towards a narrative dimension.

E.g. Charles Dickens, ‘The Streets – Night’.

But the streets of London, to be beheld in the very height of their glory, should be seen on a dark, dull, murky winter’s night, when there is just enough damp gently stealing down to make the pavement greasy, without cleansing it of any of its impurities; and when the heavy lazy mist, which hangs over every object, makes gas-lamps look brighter and the brilliantly lighted shops more splendid from the contrast they present to the darkness around. All the people who are home on such a night as this seem disposed to make themselves as snug and comfortable as possible; and the passengers in the streets have excellent reason to envy the fortunate individuals who are seated by their own firesides.

· Yarn: The yarn is an elaborated anecdote or series of anecdotes narrated in the casual, digressive, colloquial tones of the raconteur or storyteller working in the oral tradition. Its subject matter is typically realistic rather than supernatural or fantastic, and even the familiar extravagances and improbabilities of the ‘tall tale’ are presented as if the events actually took place.

E.g. Mark Twain, ‘The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Cavaleras County’.

There was a feller here once by the name of Jim Smiley, in the winter of ’49 – or maybe it was the spring of ’50 – I don’t recollect exactly, somehow, though what makes me think it was one or the other is because I remember the big flume wasn’t finished when he first came to the camp; but any way, he was the curiosest man about always betting on any thing that turned up you ever see, if he could get any body to bet on the other side; and if he couldn’t, he’d change sides. Any way that suited the other man would suit him – any way just so’s he got a bet, he was satisfied. But still he was lucky, uncommon lucky; he most always come out a winner.

· Folktale/Fairy Tale: Folktales and fairy tales appeal to their audience’s sense of the marvellous by incorporating supernatural beings and focusing upon extraordinary events. Typically working within limited formal constraints and consisting of a number of recurrent and easily recognisable features, they distil the daydreams and nightmares of common folk.

E.g. Brothers Grimm, ‘Rumpelstiltskin’.

Dreaming of wealth, a poor miller decided to better his lot. He had a very beautiful daughter who was also exceedingly shrewd and clever, and the miller was quite vain and proud of her. One day he told the King that his daughter could spin gold out of straw. Now this King was very fond of money, and when he heard the miller’s boast, he was filled with avarice, and he ordered the girl to be brought before him. Then he led her to a chamber where there was a great quantity of straw, gave her a spinning wheel, and said, “All this must be spun into gold before morning, as you value your life.” It was in vain that the poor maiden declared that she could do no such thing – the chamber was locked and she remained alone.

· Parable/Fable: Parables and fables are similar in their use of simple pre-modern forms, employing highly representative characters and basic plotting in order to convey a particular moral or instructive message. Because of their pronounced allegorical function, the brief story told in the course of the parable or fable serves to make a more general point about human nature or behaviour.

E.g. Franz Kafka, ‘At the Door of the Law’.

Outside the law there stands a doorkeeper. A man from the country comes up to the doorkeeper and asks to be admitted to the law. But the doorkeeper says he cannot admit him at the moment. The man thinks about it and then asks whether in that case he will be allowed in later. ‘Possibly,’ says the doorkeeper, ‘but not at the moment.’ The door of the law standing open as always and the doorkeeper stepping aside, the man bends down to look through into the interior. The doorkeeper notices and says with a laugh, ‘If you’re that keen why don’t you try to get in despite my ban? But remember: I am powerful. And I am only the lowest-ranking doorkeeper. From room to room there are other doorkeepers, each more powerful than the one before. The mere sight of the third one is already more than even I can stand.’

Emergence: from Tale to Short Story

“[From about 1740 to 1880] there was the implicit assumption that fiction should portray an extensive panorama, the various parts of which were cunningly interconnected. Because the sudden illumination of the isolated individual, moment, or scene did not suggest itself as a significant intellectual goal, there was no suitable task for short fiction to undertake. Thus only, perhaps, can one account for an entire century during which thousands of pieces of short fiction were written, but hardly a single short story as we have recognized that form since it began to emerge in the 1880s and 1890s.” Wendell V. Harris, ‘Vision and Form: The English Novel and the Emergence of the Short Story’ in The New Short Story Theories, ed., Charles E. May (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1994), p.190.
The Poles of the Short Story

“The range of the modern novella can be defined by these two poles: at one end the almost eventless record of the feelings and impressions of a passive and easily moved sensibility, and at the other the neatly and strongly plotted account of coarser motivations, combining trickery in the characters with sleight of hand in the narrative strategy. […] But between these extremes of introversion and extroversion there is a wide range of mixtures: a high degree of psychological complexity and atmospheric sensitivity is compatible with narrative suspense and surprise […].” Graham Good, ‘Notes on the Novella’ in The New Short Story Theories, ed., Charles E. May (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1994), p.160.

