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Defining the Short Story


1. ‘classical unities’
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(Brander Matthews, ‘The Philosophy of the Short Story,’)


2. Subjective point of view
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Suzanne C. Ferguson, ‘Defining the Short Story’








3. Obscuring the plot
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Suzanne C. Ferguson, ‘Defining the Short Story’



4. The Role of the Ending
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Eikhenbaum, ‘O’Henry and the Theory of the Short Story’ 
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differs from the Novel chiefly in its essential unity of impression. In a far
more exact and precise use of the word, a Short-story has unity as a Novel
cannot have it.! Often, it may be noted by the way, the Short-story fulfils
the three false unities of the French classic drama: it shows one action, in
one place, on one day. A Short-story deals with a single character, a single
event, a single emotion, or the series of emotions called forth by a single
situation. Poe’s paradox? that a poem cannot greatly exceed a hundred
lines in length under penalty of ceasing to be one poem and breaking into
a string of poems, may serve to suggest the precise difference between the
Short-story and the Novel. The Short-story is the single effect, complete
and self-contained, while the Novel is of necessity broken into a series of
episodes. Thus the Short-story has, what the Novel cannot have, the
effect of “totality,” as Poe called it, the unity of impression.
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In the impressionist short story, even more than in the impressionist
novel, the author conceals himself, presenting the entire narrative from a
point of view within the story, that of the characters’ subjective experience
of events, their “impressions,” by using either first-person narrative or the
Jamesian “method of the central intelligence.” This emphasis on subjec-
tivity inevitably affects the typical themes of modern fiction: alienation,
isolation, solipsism, the quest for identity and integration. The characters,
the experiencing subjects, are seen as isolated from other experiencing
subjects, with only rare moments of communion or shared experience
possible to them. Frank O’Connor’s contention that the modern short
story deals with outsiders, lonely individuals cut off from society, is true,’
but that theme is equally typical of modern novels.
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It is in the realm of plot that the modern short story is most different
from earlier short fiction and in which it appears to be most different from
the novel. The deemphasis of physical action in impressionist fiction (or
the disjunction of physical action from thought and feeling), which leaves
adjustments of thought or feeling as the true “events” of the plot, makes
the articulation of plot in many cases obscure. A related problem is the
increasing expectation of the writers that their readers will have internal-
ized the elements of traditional plots so thoroughly that the writers can
presume readers will supply missing elements. The deletion of expected
elements of the plot—from any “slot” in the story—is the hallmark of the
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century short story. There are two
basic methods of deletion: that in which elements are simply omitted,
which results in what I call “elliptical” plots, and that in which unex-
pected, dissonant existents or events are substituted for the omitted ele-
ments, which yields “metaphoric” plots.
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The story must be constructed on the basis of some contradiction,
incongruity, error, contrast, etc. But that is not enough. By its very essence,
the story, just as the anecdote, amasses its whole weight toward the end-
#ng. Like a bomb dropped from an airplane, it must speed downwards so
as to strike with its war-head full-force on the target. I am speaking, of
course, of the story of action, leaving aside stories of the sketch or’skazz!
type, typical, for instance, of Russian literature. Short story is a term refer-
ring exclusively to plot, one assuming a combination of two conditions:
small size and plot impact on the ending. Conditions of this sort produce
something totally distinct in aim and devices from the novel.




