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Small Tale, Big Effect
Modern short story theory began when Edgar Allan Poe established 
the modern short story. In “The Philosophy of Composition” 
(1846), Poe outlined his manifesto for brevity. He did not wish to 
tolerate the inevitable slow patches in even the finest poetry; short 
and intense was what was wanted. In his 1847 review of Nathaniel 
Hawthorne, Poe disagreed with “the idea that the mere bulk of a 
work must enter largely into our estimate of its merit” (Poe 584). 
Poe’s cultivation of brevity was a very modern position in that, 
unlike some other critics of Poe’s era, it came to terms with the fact 
that epics were no longer, in any substantive sense, being written. 
An anti-Aristotelian, he avoided the Greek philosopher’s stress on a 
text lengthy enough to have a beginning, middle, and end. Although 
there had been dissenting elements in the critical tradition—the 
Alexandria-based Greek grammarian Callimachus, in the third 
century BC, memorably quipped “Big book; big problem” (Lang 
and Danto 79)—the scholarly tradition stemming from Aristotle had 
generally exalted the epic and the grand, even if contained in rather 
strict formal parameters. Poe radically revised this tradition. For 
Poe, an uncanny combination of precision and intensity replaced 
narrative bulk. 

In addition, Poe’s theory of the short story derived much of 
its power from an emphasis on effect, on making the reader feel 
a certain emotion. In the previous generation, the British critic 
Thomas de Quincey had, in his essay “On the Knocking of the 
Gate in Macbeth,” emphasized a moment of uncanny doom in 
Shakespeare’s play over any sense of its overarching themes. Poe 
elaborated on this stress on effect in privileging the dénouement of 
the story, the moment when the story becomes “unknotted,” to use 
the literal English translation of the French term, and the turn of 
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the plot or a key secret is revealed. Poe begins “The Philosophy of 
Composition” by talking about how writers often think of the end 
of a story first, and then build everything around that end. For Poe, 
however, it is the dénouement itself that matters, not the narrative 
architecture built around it. By substituting “effect” (13) for “thesis,” 
Poe privileged a shorter form that does not have to ground itself 
in “truth” or “passion,” but in “beauty.” This is not something that 
necessarily induces reverence or admiration. It is something that 
startles, convulses. Poetry was the ideal for Poe here. However, the 
“brief prose tale” came in a close second. 

In present-day terms, most of Poe’s stories would fall into 
the horror or detective genres. Poe’s theory, with its emphasis on 
the shocking or surprising nature of the end, is naturally prone to 
emphasize stories that rely on some sort of convulsive revelation. 
Indeed, the newness of the short story form—what Poe and his 
successors were doing differed from the medieval and Renaissance 
short story practiced by authors such as Boccaccio—is corollary 
with the nineteenth-century origin of genre fiction, such as the 
mystery story, which did not establish itself until the later nineteenth 
century. Instead of just relating anecdotes, Poe was posing dilemmas 
for the reader that were intellectual, but also emotional, in ways that 
mirrored the rising mystery and horror genres. 

A Picture of Personal States 
One of the great realist writers, Henry James, was also a major 
practitioner and theorist of the short story. James, though setting 
his tales in recognizable milieus, also intended his shorter works to 
have a parabolic or allegorical quality. In his preface to a collection 
of his short stories featuring “The Lesson of the Master,” James 
chided any definition of the short story that would use mere length 
as a criterion and positioned his own writing in the genre as the 
product of conscious intention—in the case of these specific tales, 
a dwelling on “the literary life” and the paradoxes and, often, 
duplicities of an artistic vocation. James’ point here, though, was not 
to extol this particular subject, or even to stress a kind of authorial 
self-consciousness, but to—in vocabulary that visibly echoes that of 
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Poe—“minister only . . . to an emphasized effect.” James describes 
his stories as attempting to render ‘a picture of personal states,” a 
portrait going beyond the anecdotal.

Following on from Poe and his conjecture that the brevity 
of short fiction brought concentration of feeling, James said the 
“embarrassments and predicaments” in his tales are based on 
“intimate experience.” James, in other words, though not writing 
explicitly autobiographical stories or even works in any literal way 
“about” him, was taking certain imagined situations and imbuing 
them with his own deepest emotions, hopes, and fears. Far from being 
confessional, James says his stories are framed by an “operative 
irony,” through which, in different ways, both the characters in the 
stories and their readers come to realizations sharply different from 
first thoughts. Furthermore, James exalted the short story as a retort 
to vulgar realism, which privileges mimesis. Whereas the novel, in 
its magnitude, can only mirror conditions around us, the short story 
can be a fine example “of the high aesthetic temper.” James wrote 
fiction of all lengths—short stories, longer tales, novellas, short 
novels, and long novels. He was not arguing for the superiority of 
the short story as such, but was suggesting that its more aesthetic and 
formal qualities were needed to supplement a realism too tethered to 
reality. In The Writing of Fiction (1924), Edith Wharton put a slightly 
different wrinkle on the situation when she said that, unlike novels, 
which depended largely on character, “short stories owe their vitality 
entirely to the dramatic rendering of a situation” (37). Whereas for 
a novel to depend on a subject would make it thesis-ridden, a short 
story needs a subject for its basis. Furthermore, the short story could 
legitimately be a conceit, a gimmick (as in Wharton’s “Xingu,” 
which depends on one character knowing a fact about Brazil all 
the others do not) or even a trick. A world away from Wharton, 
the Russian formalist critics privileged short fiction in their search 
for defamiliarization and estrangement in literature. Similarly, the 
German writer and critic Friedrich Spielhagen, explicitly quoting and 
emulating Poe, spoke of the short story as coming near the aesthetic 
qualities of lyric poetry and sought a more formal definition of the 
short story to restrain the endemic garrulousness of the German 
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Novelle, or long-short story (Cobb). All of these very different 
critics followed on from Poe in emphasizing the distinct aesthetic 
possibilities of the short story form.

Modernism and the Short Story 
In the English-speaking world, too, the short story began to receive 
academic attention in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century. One of its foremost critics was the Columbia professor 
Brander Matthews. Like Poe, Spielhagen, and James, Matthews 
in his 1885 essay “The Philosophy of the Short Story” opines that 
“unity of impression” rather than mere length is the short story’s 
hallmark. Matthews, like Poe, was anti-Aristotelian, excoriating the 
“false unities” of classicist drama and stating that the short story in 
its “single effect” is “complete and self-contained” (17). Whereas 
nineteenth-century fiction was not only long, but involved multiple 
plots and settings and, in the case of Tolstoy’s War and Peace, the 
intercalation of nonfictional expository prose, the short story for 
Mathews depended on an “economy of means” (17). As writers 
towards the turn of the twentieth century became less verbose and 
more conscious of precision and concision in their use of language, 
Matthews’ positioning of the short story as the antidote to verbal 
orotundity gave the form new currency and relevance. To write a 
short story was not just a pastime to be pursued between the longer 
efforts of writing novels, but itself a statement of certain aesthetic 
principles. This aesthetic challenge paralleled the short form’s 
registering of American cultural diversity, such as Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman’s feminist story “The Yellow Wallpaper” and Sui Sin Far’s 
story collection Mrs. Spring Fragrance, concerning the lives of 
Chinese Americans. A new way of looking at art accompanied a 
new sense of the range of persons literature could be about. In both 
examples, the formal innovation of brevity as theorized by Matthews 
represented a challenge to Victorian norms of social representation. 
Writing in The North American Review in 1909, W. J. Dawson made 
apparent this link between the modern short story and the repudiation 
of Victorian norms, stating “Dickens had not grasped the principle 
that the short story must be complete in itself” (799). 
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Matthews was also a scholar of drama, and in many ways, the 
emergence of the short story as a viable aesthetic category paralleled 
drama’s reemergence on to the public stage and away from the 
poetry-dominated “closet drama” of the nineteenth century. In both 
cases, there was a revaluation of ceremony and artifice and a desire 
to escape from straightforward social realism to, as in the work 
of James, a more stylized and symbolic reality. Indeed, the short 
story was all-pervasive in twentieth-century culture, from the high 
aesthetic experimentation of James Joyce to pulp magazines and their 
tales of horror, mystery, Western adventure, and science fiction. In 
this context, Matthews’ work had the potential to found a powerful 
academic school of short story theory, but this did not happen. As 
Poe, James, and Matthews pointed out, the nature of the short story 
was closer to the kind of intensity and effects characteristic in poetry. 
Thus, because of this kinship to poetry, short story theory has been 
far less oriented towards culture and society than criticism of the 
novel. Yet as opposed to poetry, short story theory has not carried 
with it the lexicon of metrical and stylistic terms that distinguish 
the study of verse. Thus, when the so-called New Critics emerged 
in the American South in the early 1930s, their formalism largely 
centered on poetry, refining an existing base. Similarly, those few 
critics in the mid-twentieth century who did formal studies of 
fiction—Percy Lubbock, Mark Schorer—concentrated on the novel, 
as if that was the bigger challenge. Lubbock’s styling himself the 
critical successor to James ignored James’ own powerful statements 
on behalf of the shorter form as a vehicle of craft and claimed a 
hegemony for the novel as a fictive narrative form. Though some of 
the brightest stars of modern theory wrote on the short story—for 
example, Roland Barthes’ formidable S/Z (1970) was an analysis of 
Honoré de Balzac’s story “Sarrasine”—short story theory in general 
went underground, only to re-emerge in the work of practitioners 
and select academics in the later twentieth century. 

The Short Story as Art: O’Connor, Welty, and the 
Postwar American Milieu 
Before 1945, there was a certain reluctance to take the short story 
seriously as art. Not only was the novel’s heft and perceived social 
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relevance more pertinent in a time of economic depression and war, 
but because magazines such as The Saturday Evening Post, Collier’s, 
and Argosy, paid a significant amount of money for short stories—for 
example, F. Scott Fitzgerald made more money from his short stories 
than his novels—the form was laden with the taint of commerce. 
With the magazine market attenuating after the war, and the novel 
bestseller list mushrooming to produce far more income for authors 
than did short stories, the shorter form gained artistic credibility. The 
theories of “epiphany” associated with the work of Joyce highlighted 
the short story’s ability to produce luminous, enigmatic endings that 
revealed not just a turn in the plot, but revelations about life, art, 
or experience. The Irish writer (later resident in the United States) 
Frank O’Connor emphasized an epiphanic sense of experience 
when he described the form as revealing “an intense sense of human 
loneliness” (Lonely Voice 220), something that the novel, with its 
Victorian legacy of happy endings and social mission, tended to 
lack. For O’Connor, the novel reaffirmed social givens, whereas 
the short story focused on mavericks, dissidents, and the excluded. 
Epiphanies helped focus the reader’s attention on these excluded 
people. Though the epiphanic ending quickly became as mechanistic 
as the Poe-style, plot-centered dénouement had, it still foregrounded 
the potential of the short story to have artistic dimensions no other 
form could. Modernism in general, with its emphasis on nuance and 
on deliberately not revealing all, made the short form seem more 
artistically elevated. 

Moreover, important writers such as Eudora Welty and Flannery 
O’Connor became famous through their work in the short form. In 
speaking of her first story, “Death of a Traveling Salesman,” Welty, 
in her autobiography One Writer’s Beginnings, described how she 
had started to photograph scenes of the great Depression and then 
found that one of her subjects could only be adequately approached 
through fiction. While retaining the sense of immediate recording 
given by photographs, with their capturing of specific situations in 
front of the camera, Welty moved inward to join that simultaneity 
with an insightful and emotional subjectivity: “And I had received 
the shock of having touched, for the first time, on my real subject: 
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human relationships” (One Writer’s Beginnings 87). In her essay “On 
Writing Short Stories,” Flannery O’Connor links the form not just to 
challenging compositional techniques, but to oral tradition, making 
the point to her readers that “most of you have been telling stories 
all your lives” (88). O’Connor joins James in rejecting the merely 
anecdotal, suggesting a story is “a complete dramatic action” (89), but 
she does not return to the theories of Aristotle, qualifying that earlier 
assertion by saying “a story is a dramatic event that involves a person 
because he is a person, and a particular person” (89). That sense of 
radical immediacy in tension with the discipline needed to compose 
in such an exacting frame led O’Connor to reject the programmatic 
story. She said that, though all writers have implicit moral positions, 
they should be kept tacit, embedded in meaningful detail. Though 
O’Connor does not have the eerie sense of horror found in Poe, her 
stories concentrate similarly on mystery, albeit what O’Connor calls 
“the mystery of existence” (89). The tense balancing act—between 
articulating meaning and leaving it sufficiently implicit, in engaging 
the intellect as well as the emotional and the personal—is exactly 
O’Connor’s own modus operandi, and, for all the idiosyncrasy of her 
personal aesthetic position, is a representative one for the modernist 
era, joining in modernism’s rejection of the discursive and the merely 
rhetorical. Welty and O’Connor both maintained a sophisticated 
critical perspective on their work, which augmented the intellectual 
magnitude of short story theory. Indeed, this was an era of growing 
prestige for the short story. Many of the writers discussed above were 
published in The New Yorker, which, unlike the earlier magazines 
aimed at a more general audience, embedded their fiction in a field of 
stylish nonfiction pitched to sophisticated readers. 

As these writers were putting their ideas into practice, other 
developments occurred, which raised the critical reputation of 
the short story. The growth of creative writing graduate programs 
in the US, following the successful model of the University of 
Iowa’s Writers’ Workshop, led to an emphasis on the short story, or 
collections thereof, as the form that, in logistical terms, could most 
easily be completed during the time allotted for the graduate program 
(usually one to two years). It was felt lessons of craft and style could 
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be most easily imparted in short stories. As Mark McGurl pointed 
out, the short story “enables the writing student to engage in the 
corrective repetitions we call ‘training’” (144). Moreover, the growth 
of education as such, and the increasing number of students who 
matriculated in college, led to the opening of many new institutions 
and campuses. These students were often first-generation college 
students without the background to read literature quickly and with 
facility, so instructors often resorted to the short story as the core unit 
of their pedagogy. This led to course textbooks including many short 
stories and to the growth of the short story anthology in general. A 
sign of this shift was the founding of the journal Studies in Short 
Fiction at Newberry College in South Carolina in 1963. This journal 
quickly became the fulcrum of research in this growing field.

A group of scholars began to emerge to explicitly formulate 
theories of the short story. Of these, Charles E. May’s Short Story 
Theories, published in 1976, was one of the earliest summations 
of theories of the short story, containing essays by both scholars 
of the genre, such as Matthews, and its artistic practitioners, such 
as Elizabeth Bowen and Nadine Gordimer. In ensuing decades, 
May continued to work on the short story, publishing several more 
books and retaining a vital interest in the genre as it shifted from 
modernism to postmodernism. Mary Rohrberger’s anthology/
textbook Story to Anti-Story (1979) explicitly took on this shift, 
affirming the resiliency of the short story even amid challenges 
to the very idea of fictional coherence and meaning. Rohrberger, 
the founder of the International Conference on the Short Story, 
had earlier published work on Katherine Mansfield and Nathaniel 
Hawthorne, two masters of the genre, and emphasized the symbolic 
potential of the short story as seen in these authors. 

Susan Lohafer’s early work emphasized the pedagogy of the 
short story, with the constraints that short story writers voluntarily 
assumed serving as a mirror and prompt for the students’ own 
explication of these texts. Lohafer’s coedited (with Jo Ellyn 
Clarey) anthology Short Story Theory at a Crossroads (1989), more 
explicitly took into account the impact of reader-response theory 
and deconstruction, with their varying sense of the fragility of a 
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text and the necessary contingencies of its conditions of reception 
and linguistic manifestations. In 2003’s Reading for Storyness: 
Preclosure Theory, Empirical Poetics and Culture in the Short Story, 
Lohafer concentrated on a more precise grammar of the short story’s 
operations than had ever been attempted, arguing that it is not just 
the actual closure of the story, as in Poe’s idea of the dénouement, 
but the various other points at which the story could plausibly end. 
These “preclosure points” foster an overall sense of “the imminence 
of closure” (Lohafer, Reading 1) that helps focus the attention of 
both reader and writer. 

Importantly, this mode of analysis entailed going beyond 
the biases of early short story theory, where modernity was 
privileged as providing the grounds for the autonomous short 
story’s definition. Lohafer notes that contemporary (roughly post-
1980) stories were more likely than “modern” (pre-1980) stories 
to end with declarative, evaluative sentences rather than the irony 
of the earlier period. Lohafer also used preclosure points to read 
beyond accustomed interpretations of short stories. In her analysis 
of Raymond Carver’s “Cathedral,” for instance, she helps—by 
focusing on various preclosure points selected by readers—to dispel 
the idea (promulgated partially by the author) that the story features 
spiritual enlightenment. Instead, with the help of sophisticated 
reader-response techniques, Lohafer constructs an interpretation in 
which the spiritual enlightenment of the narrator remains tentative 
and incomplete.

Clare Hanson’s Short Stories and Short Fictions: 1880–1980 
(1985) emphasizes how, within its defined limits, the short story 
form is ample and capacious, incorporating aspects of both the 
lyric poem and the realistic novel; as with Rohrberger and Lohafer, 
Hanson interprets the short story as a pendulum capable of swinging 
between reality and artifice. Hanson, a British critic, built on earlier 
work in the UK by H. E. Bates and Thomas Owen Beachcroft, but 
used American examples as well as British ones. The work of W. 
H. New, with respect to Canada and New Zealand, and of Bruce 
Bennett, with respect to Australia, enhanced the visibility of the 
genre across the English language.
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Postmodernism and the Short Story 
In the next generation, postmodernism became even more prominent 
in the definition and explication of the short story. Postmodernism 
can be defined in many ways, from an intensification of the formal 
experimentation associated with modernism to a divergence 
from form and a concern with political context. The critic Farhat 
Iftekharuddin sampled both aspects of postmodernism, applying 
technical narrative theories involving point of view and voice to 
the work of authors of South Asian and Latin American origin, 
such as Salman Rushdie, Bharati Mukherjee, and Isabel Allende. 
The Bangladesh-born Iftekharuddin coedited, with Rohrberger 
and Joseph Boyden, The Postmodern Short Story (2003). Yet for 
all the excitement necessarily generated by postmodernism, critics 
such as Dominic Head continued to recognize the close association 
between the growth of the short story form and modernism. In The 
Modernist Short Story: A Study in Theory and Practice (2009), 
Head linked modern practice to theoretical models more emergent 
in postmodernism, moving from the impressionistic mode often 
used to talk about short fiction towards a deeper sense of philosophy 
and literary history. In Wise Economies: Brevity and Narrative 
in American Short Stories (1997) Kirk Curnutt similarly links 
minimalism, as practiced by writers such as Carver, to the modernist 
tradition of deliberate constraint and austerity. Although Carver 
and his peers had, in their day, been classified as “dirty realists,” 
Curnutt, while recognizing minimalism as a mode of the short story 
distinct from both modernism and realism, identified elements 
of artifice in the work of Carver and his contemporaries and did 
distance them from a modernist sensibility. Andrew Levy was one 
of the few short story critics to take into account the insights of New 
Historicism and cultural materialism. In The Culture and Commerce 
of the American Short Story (1995), Levy examined the short story 
in the context of book history and magazine culture. Although 
from the beginning, short stories were popularized by commercial 
magazines, they have customarily been, in analytic terms, elevated 
on a plane of art, secure from commence and contingency. Levy’s 
exploration of the story via the publishing industry helped broaden 
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the arena of the study of the genre. It also provided a less adversarial 
view of the short story’s relationship to the broader culture than, 
for instance, Frank O’Connor’s. What all these theories have in 
common is their emphasis on experimentation and inventiveness 
inherited from modernism, while also registering the short story’s 
ability to be a realistic vehicle capable of registering the American 
experience. As Frank O’Connor had put it in an article for The New 
York Times Book Review in 1956, a short story is “news” conveying 
some sort of information about other people, psychological, social, 
or historical. But it is also news registered in a self-conscious form 
that is as capable of challenging our familiar hold on reality as it is 
of reaffirming it. 

These theorists contributed to a distinct sense of the short 
story as not just an appendage of other forms, but as a genre worth 
studying in its own right. Lohafer, in her 2003 book, calls for a 
theory “indigenous to the short story” (Reading 5). As if respecting 
the mystery evoked by Flannery O’Connor, there was reluctance to 
simply use the short story as fodder for theories conceived outside its 
dimensions. The potential cost of this was intellectual garrisoning, 
as these theorists rarely spoke beyond specialists in the field. 
Their work was supplemented by more widely renowned critics, 
such as the deconstructionist Paul de Man, who used (European) 
short fiction to exemplify narrative unreliability and irony. Harold 
Bloom’s 2000 How to Read and Why featured an extensive 
discussion of how to read the short story. Bloom positioned works in 
the form by Ernest Hemingway and Flannery O’Connor on par with 
classics of other genres. Importantly, Bloom attempted to dispel 
overly formulated stances towards short fiction, such as those that 
read Flannery O’Connor’s work as always rebuking modernity or 
liberalism, stating rather that these stories “enforce no moral save an 
awakened moral imagination” (51). In his section on Hemingway, 
Bloom stated that Hemingway’s “best short stories surpass” (48) 
even his greatest novel, The Sun Also Rises. Often, the revaluation 
of American writers’ oeuvres emphasized their short stories over 
their longer work; this was true not just of Hemingway, but of John 
Cheever and John O’Hara. In addition, even if appreciation of the 
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shorter works of Wharton, Willa Cather, and William Faulkner did 
not surpass their still-esteemed longer work, their short fiction was 
given an important place in these writers’ overall corpuses. 

Cultural Diversity, Modal Variety 
For US minority writers, the short story form has meant a respite from 
the novel’s assigned mission of taking the national temperature. It 
thus provided a greater opportunity to make an artistic impression, to 
engage with what James Emanuel called “the question of style” (351). 
Additionally, because the short story lacked the formal apparatus 
and/or avant-garde buzzwords of various schools of modern poetry, 
creative writers felt that it was more inviting as a field of practice. 
Just as, in Hanson’s formulation, the short story offered a space 
between the novel and the lyric, so did it offer, for writers from often 
subordinated cultures, a space between autobiographical fidelity and 
literary fancy. The short story was at once creative, but kept faith 
with life experiences that needed testimony and affirmation. For 
example, Judith Ortiz Cofer said her short stories “are an attempt to 
tell a truth by creating material in which that truth can be enacted” 
(Iftekharuddin, et al. 58). As opposed to the modernist exaltation of 
artifice, the ability of the short story to explore the overlap between 
fiction and reality was what mattered. Similarly, African American 
writers and critics valued the short story less because of its potential 
for spinning tales, although that was present, but (as Gayl Jones—
herself a fine short story writer, as seen in 1977’s White Rat—noted) 
for its qualified kinship with the oral tradition of their communities 
and with vocal modes of discourse as manifested in such musical 
genres as jazz, blues, rap, and hip-hop. As Rocio Davis pointed out, 
Asian American fiction has also emphasized this tie to orality. In fact, 
earlier writers, such as Faulkner and Welty, also had oral elements, 
but the way their work was read privileged the canons of high art, 
whereas twenty-first century short stories often appealed to a more 
populist sensibility, even if the mix of life and art, morality and 
literacy, was, in practice, comparable. Frank O’Connor’s emphasis 
on the short form as a vehicle for outsiders returned, this time based 
more on collective affirmation rather than individual alienation. 
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Yet even as the short story became adapted to multifarious 
conditions, striking alterations of its inherited form occurred. These 
came not from explicit postmodern theorizations, but from two 
writers who achieved world fame for redefining the boundaries of 
the form: the Canadian Alice Munro and the United States writer 
George Saunders. Munro wrote lengthy stories that yet always 
remained anchored within the form and its sense of austerity and 
constraint. In contrast to Clare Hanson, who defined short stories 
as existing at points on a continuum from short to long, given 
that stories were short, for Munro, the key factor was their greater 
length. Munro’s stories often traveled across levels of time and 
experience; these temporal permutations, what Brad Hooper calls 
Munro’s ‘elaborate excursion through time,” (76) speak to the way 
her stories privilege the idea of memory rather than the immediate 
perception or experience emphasized by modernist tales. The nature 
of a short story is defined, in Hooper’s explication of Munro, not by 
page count or unity of experience, but by the possible dimensions of 
a given set of memories. This had the potential, in terms of theory, 
to shift not just the “average” length of what a story could be to 
a higher number of pages, but also to see short stories as taking 
place on multiple planes and including many possible temporal 
dimensions, while still, in some way, maintaining a single effect. 

When Munro garnered the Nobel Prize in 2013 for her short 
fiction, she said, “I would really hope that this would make people 
see the short story as an important art, not just something you 
played around with until you got a novel.” Months earlier, a younger 
American writer had received unusual praise for a story collection. 
Customarily, short story collections do not make literary news, 
the way a heralded work of longer fiction did; Carver’s Cathedral 
was one of the few exceptions. The acclaim that greeted George 
Saunders’ Tenth of December (2013) was ignited by Saunders’ 
shattering of the often inhibiting decorum of the usual short story, 
with its discreet, burnished revelations of character, and his filling 
this space with irreverent, often dark humor combined with a 
sense of sprawl and verbal exuberance—a stance that had not been 
foregrounded in previous models of the short story. As Gregory 
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Cowles noted, though, Saunders’ “brutal, jokey stories, which for 
all of their linguistic invention and anarchic glee are held together 
by a strict understanding of the form and its requirements.” It was 
this paradox, for Cowles, which made Saunders’ work so effective. 
Even as its shape changed and adapted, the ability of the short story 
to epitomize a concentrated crisis of meaning remains adamant; 
Flannery O’Connor’s “eternal mystery” endures in the very grain of 
the short story form. 
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