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What is the short story? Is it only a truncated and incomplete version of the
novel? Or is it a genre, a category of art with a distinctive content, form and
style? This question has preoccupied a great many thoughtful practitioners of
the form, Frank O’Conner, Sean O’Faolain, H.E. Bates eminent among them.
Generally speaking these writer-critics do not think of a story as merely a work
that happens to be short, but as a unique literary form, with techniques and
effects that cannot be achieved through another medium. What are those
effects, those techniques?

One of the most useful answers came from Edgar Allan Poe in 1842 when
the short story was in its infancy. He believed that the prose tale stood just
below the lyric poem in the hierarchy of literary art. For Poe, the “unity of
effect or impression” was of prime importance, but, he felt, this unity could be
obtained only in works that could be read “at one sitting.” For Poe, the novel
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does not have this unity, cannot achieve the “immense force derivable from
totality.” Poe believed the short story is different from the novel, and superior
to it. Not shortness, but intensity of impact was what Poe the romantic valued
most highly.

Although Poe’s concern with effect, particularly the effects he chiefly sought
— terror, passion, horror — has had little influence on important writers of the

short story, his views on unity are widely shared. According to Elizabeth
Bowen:

The story should have the valid central emotion and inner spontaneity of the
lyric....It must have tautness and clearness.... Poetic tautness and clarity are
so essential to it that it may be said to stand at the edge of prose.

While this analogy with lyric poetry is a tricky one, it is also illuminating, and
a great many writers have suggested it. Faulkner, no doubt only half in earnest,
said in his Paris Review interview (1956):

Maybe every novelist wants to write poetry first, finds he can’t, and then
tries the short story, which is the most demanding form after poetry. And,
failing at that, only then does he take up novel writing.
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Like a fine lyric poem, the short story requires the reader’s utmost attention,
a focusing of the mind on each detail in order to realize the final fullness of
effect. The short story depends on concreteness, on sensual impressions that
deliver their meaning without waste. Like the lyric, it is a lean form; it can
tolerate little if any digression, and it stays within the world it creates. The
action of a conventional short story is compressed within a short (usually
continuous) time frame and space. The characters, few in number, are
revealed, not developed. The background and setting are implied, not rendered.
Like most drama, the short story’s action begins in medias res. The story gets
going as quickly as possible: “Once upon a time in a distant land there lived a
princess...” and the story is off and running. ( “Beginners,” said Chekov,
“often have to...fold in two and tear up the first half...The first half is
superfluous.” ) The effects are, as Poe said, intense and total.

Consider Chekov’s brilliant “Ninochka.” In fewer than 2,000 words we are
given an ironic melodrama — a love triangle in which the cuckolded husband,
miserable over his wife’s infidelity with his best “friend,” goes helplessly to
that friend for advice.

(“ “Tell me, what is Ninochka supposed to do now? Should she go on living
with me, or do you think it would be better if she moved in with you?” ) The
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solution is given without emotion, the writer carefully repressing his pity so
the reader can provide it himself:

Having deliberated briefly, we left it at this: Ninochka would continue to
live at Vikhleyenev’s; I would go to see her whenever I liked, and he would
take the comer room, which formerly had been the storeroom, for himself.
This room was rather dark and damp, and the entrance to it was

through the kitchen, but, on the other hand, he could perfectly well shut
himself up in it and not be a nuisance to anyone.

If a writer attempted that kind of concentration of energy for, say, 300 pages,
he would surely exhaust the reader, and would not in any case be able to
maintain such emotional tension. The pace of a novel can be leisurely, its
settings, characters, and events slowly developed until fully rendered. The
novelist, at least the conventional novelist, can tolerate subplots and
digressions from the main thrust of his story; he can even desire them in order
to achieve changes in pace and intensity. But that kind of pacing and
development is not appropriate to the short story, and it is revealing that great
novelists like Henry James, Joseph Conrad and Thomas Mann found the short-
story form troublesome. They were sticklers for fullness of presentation, for
the richly rendered context, and for the slow unfolding. The James and Mann
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stories in this volume will indicate how difficult it was for these authors to
squeeze into the short- story form, to sacrifice expressiveness to compression.

There are in the main three qualities that mark the short story as clearly
different from other forms of prose fiction, that make it a “genre.” The first
quality is of course brevity. The second is its power of compensating for the
consequences of the shortness. And the third is the interaction of one and two.

How does the story manage to tell it all in such a brief space? Such a fine
story as Gogol’s “The Overcoat” seems quaintly old-fashioned today: the
lengthy biography of the main character, the thorough development of each
scene, the slow pacing of the action. Even Chekov, that master of the form,
was sometimes unwilling to sacrifice such embellishments for tautness.

But the development of the form has been toward greater and greater
compression. A comparison of “The Lady with the Pet Dog” by Chekov and
“Hills Like White Elephants” by Hemingway will suggest just how far
compression has gone. Chekov’s story starts far back, when Gurov and Anna
first meet at Yalta. Through four chapters, we watch their relationship develop
from idle seduction to the mature, though heart-breaking, love they cone to
recognize. Along the way Chekov has described three different physical
settings and a variety of characters. He tells us a good deal about the lives of
both Gurov and Anna. Along the way he describes several settings in each of
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three different towns, and he introduces a number of characters. Hemingway’s
story takes place in a few minutes between two characters. We don’t know the
characters’ names or their history; we can’t be sure they are married. There is
no buildup to the drama and no explanation. We know the characters and the
situation not because we are told. As Chekov told us, but because we overhear
them when they speak revealing words and we see them perform revealing
acts. The man in the story repeats the word “perfectly”, and we realize he is a
hypocrite. He stops to have a drink alone, and we understand that he is
divorcing himself from the woman. A very little, a word, a gesture, a
description, stands for so much. Hemingway has followed Chekov’s advice to
“fold in two and tear up the first half.” His story begins in the middle — the
struggle between the man and the woman is in progress — and the rising
action is uninterrupted until the drama is complete.
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