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What is short fiction? 
Plan 

• How is short fiction different from a novel? 

• Short fiction is derivative of a much longer tradition of 
digestible storytelling. 

• Short fiction shows only one “room” of a larger house. 
That is, we don’t always get every detail of every 
character or situation and, one could argue, we don’t 
need it.  

• The words used in short fiction are chosen carefully 
and the work they do are for a specific purpose. 

• Translations can lead to many interesting 
interpretations of stories. 

 



What is short fiction? 

 

 

“Unlike the novel, a short story may be, for all 
purposes, essential” 

-Jorge Luis Borges 



What is short fiction? 

How is short fiction different from a novel? 

• As Borges implies, novels are not short fiction. 

• Longer works 

• Standalone publication 

• Character or plot driven 

• More likely to satisfy expectations of ‘story’ 

• Not “essential” 

 

 



A Very Short History of Short Fiction 

Short fiction is derivative of a much longer tradition 
of storytelling 

• ~30,000 years ago - ~6600 BCE: Pictorial 
depictions Oral tradition, myths and fables. 

• 620 – 560 BCE Aesop’s fables: “Sour Grapes” 

• 500 – 1500 CE Middle Ages: Chaucer’s Canterbury 
Tales (1300s) 

• 1800s – Today Modern short fiction: Edgar Allen 
Poe 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AQW9I02nz74
http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_detailpage&v=LlgQQgDhH7U
http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_detailpage&v=LlgQQgDhH7U


Chauvet Caves (France)  



Keep River Rock Art (Australia) 



The Canterbury Tales 
Heere bigynneth the knyghtes tale. 
1  Whilom, as olde stories tellen us, 
2 Ther was a duc that highte Theseus; 
3  Of Atthenes he was lord and 
governour, 4  And in his tyme swich a 
conquerour, 5  That gretter was ther 
noon under the sonne. 6  Ful many a 
riche contree hadde he wonne, 7   What 
with his wysdom and his chivalrie; 8  He 
conquered al the regne of Femenye, 
9 That whilom was ycleped Scithia, 
10 And weddede the queene Ypolita, 
11  And broghte hir hoom with hym in 
his contree, 12  With muchel glorie and 
greet solempnytee, 13 And eek hir 
yonge suster Emelye. 14 And thus with 
victorie and with melodye 15 Lete I this 
noble duk to Atthenes ryde,  
 



A Very Short History of Short Fiction 

Short fiction is derivative of a much longer tradition 
of storytelling 

 
“This pot of jasmine tea that I’ve brewed for you may be somewhat 
bitter; this Hong Kong tale that I’m about to tell you may be, I’m afraid, 
just as bitter. Hong Kong is a splendid city, but a sad one too. 
 
First, pour yourself a cup of tea, but be careful – it’s hot! Blow on it 
gently. In the tea’s curling steam you can see…a Hong Kong public bus 
on a paved road, slowly driving down a hill. A passenger stands behind 
the driver, a big bunch of azaleas in his arms. The passenger leans 
against an open window…” (“Jasmine Tea” 79) 

 
 
 



What is short fiction? 

 

“It is the black room at the centre of a house 
with all other rooms leading to and away from it” 

-Alice Munro 



What is short fiction? 
Short fiction often shows only one 

“room” of a larger “house”. 
 

 

 

“After taking all those bits that he garnered or guessed, and 
constructing from them, for the first time, a coherent story, he 

finally saw how it was” 

(“Jasmine Tea” 92) 
 

 



What is short fiction? 
The words used in short fiction are chosen 

carefully and the work they do is for a specific 
purpose 

 

“On a bitter-cold day, a person can be frozen numb and it 
won’t bother him, but a little warmth will make him feel so 

cold that his heart hurts and his bones ache” 

(“Jasmine Tea” 84) 

 

The Soul's distinct connection With immortality Is best 
disclosed by Danger Or quick Calamity — As Lightning on a 
Landscape Exhibits Sheets of Place — Not yet suspected — 

but for Flash — And Click — and Suddenness. 
 



What is short fiction? 
Translations can lead to many 

interesting interpretations of stories 
 

 

“the old man across from Lu Zongzhen, clacking two polished 
walnuts around and around in his hand…” 

(“Sealed Off” 239) 

 

In Chinese, onomatopoeia “gululu gululu” (the sound the 
walnuts make) is used instead of “clacking” 

 

Imagery: compare the English “polished” to the Chinese for 
“smooth like water with an oily slippery surface”. Which one 

evokes a stronger image? 
 



What is short fiction 

How does this apply to our reading for this week? 

• Circumstances that brought story into being 
(remember Michael’s lecture on Osborn) 

• Chang does not necessarily follow the “rules” of 
storytelling 

• Tells one aspect of a story. One “room” 

• Moral? Maybe, maybe not 

• Cultural and linguistic background informs 
readers’ experiences 



What is short fiction? 
Recap 

• How is short fiction different from a novel? 

• Short fiction is derivative of a much longer tradition of 
digestible storytelling. 

• Short fiction often shows only one “room” of a larger 
“house”. That is, we don’t always get every detail of 
every character or situation and, one could argue, we 
don’t need it.  

• The words used in short fiction are chosen carefully 
and the work they do are for a specific purpose. 

• Translations can lead to many interesting 
interpretations of stories. 

 



Thank you for your attention 


