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Hi, welcome again to our ongoing discussion on Short Fiction. In the last class, we came to

know about short fiction, how to approach short fiction from multiple perspectives, we

discussed different perspectives of short story writers on short story. So, we understood the

nature of the short fiction and we understood the scope of the short fiction, we understood the

limitations of short fiction. We understood short fiction from multiple perspectives.

After that, we went on to discuss various elements of short fiction and how an active

understanding of these elements of short fiction definitely enhances our understanding of

short fiction itself.

So, now let us continue that discussion and in this class, we are going to focus more on the

origins and development of short fiction. How did short fiction begin as a distinct form of

literature or as a sub form of fiction and how did it evolve over time is something that we can

take up for discussion in this class.
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Before we do that, maybe as a way of reinforcing what we did in the previous class we can

get to know the essential qualities that define short fiction or short story. Well, unity of

expression is what lends the short story its nature of naval revelation. So, in other words

when you read a short story, what happens is you are stung by an element of revelation that

lies hidden somewhere in the pages of short fiction. Because that is the impact, after having

read the short fiction you will have evolved in some way or the other.

It happens to all sensible readers. So, that is the reason why we also discuss that with the

particular context to Edgar Allan Poe's statement, how it needs to have a single vivid effect

and right from the word go, it has to capture attention and it should not relax it until it reaches

its resolution. So, that is called unity of expression.

So, that must be there throughout the text. Now, when it comes to structural component of

short fiction, it should have a symmetry of design. When we say symmetry of design it

should have a neat beginning, middle, and the end, more than that we are talking about the

plot, the arrangement of events, sequences in the plot, neat introduction, and then proper

complication and resolution. That is something that we discussed in the previous class.

And more than that when we say a moment of crisis which is also an important quality of

short story, it should have a central conflict around which characters, plot everything should

hinge, that crisis should be precipitated by that conflict and when it gets precipitated either it

is resolved if it is possible or it's not resolved.

If it is not resolved then it becomes tragedy because the character and everything they are

unable to find a solution. If it is resolved properly then, of course, it leads to the growth of the

character, growth of the story in some way or the other. These are some things that we can

keep in mind.
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From essential qualities let us take a quick look at different types of short fiction. In fact, very

briefly in the last class, I had touched upon fiction as, a form of literature or if you consider

fiction as a genre as a form then short fiction becomes a genre of that. When we say short

fiction we basically mean many things there and the short story is one of the predominant

types of short fiction.

That is why I said, many come to equate short stories with short fiction whereas, a short story

is one of the varieties of short fiction. What are the other varieties of short fiction? Let us

begin with an anecdote: anecdotes are something that you and I do when somebody asks us

‘what happened? You had been to the Maldives last Sunday I heard, what happened there?

How did you go?’

You do not know it so happened that my in-laws had come and that is when you start

narrating, that is the beginning of the anecdote that all of us do, all of us do. So, then comes

fables: fables are something that we are already familiar with, whether it is an Aesop Fable or

fables in Panchatantra we are already familiar with it.

This is also a short narrative that makes use of anthropomorphic characters, such as birds and

animals which speak like human beings. And again, towards the end of it, there is a particular

moral attached to it, there is a particular philosophical vision attached to a parable, a fable

therefore, fable is another variety of short fiction.



Then you have parables: parables are very simple stories used by philosophers or various

schools of philosophy to impart a moral lesson or a spiritual lesson. In fact, when you read

Ramakrishna Vachanaveda you come across various parables. In fact, parables are the

important philosophical narratives through which you get to understand, the philosopher, his

or her teachings or when you read the story of Jesus, you come across various parables the

stories that Jesus narrates to his followers or his disciples in order to impart a particular

lesson. So, that is a parable.

Then flash fiction: flash fiction is basically a modern avatar of short fiction. Flash fiction is a

short story basically; flash fiction is a short story constructed in less than 1000 words. Short

story: when we say short story, generally it ranges anywhere between 2000 words and seven

to 8000 words, again these are not rigid rules these are just conventions, the conventional

understanding of types of fiction.

So, please do not think the moment something is more than 8001 words it's not that it does

not work that way, generally speaking. Then you have drabble, again it is a modern avatar.

So, there are a lot of competitions in drabble where a short story is written in about 100

words. It is written just in about 100 words. So, what do you do in 100 words? there is no

scope for adding an extraordinary introduction, a very elaborate rising action, a detailed

climax, and all those. There is no scope for all that.

Basically, in a drabble, the impact of the short story is measured. For instance the first story

that is generally attributed to Ernest Hemingway, is an example of a drabble. What is the

impact? What is the impact? There is no character there, there is no setting there, and there is

an implicit theme, and there is a style attached to that.

But when you read it leaves you with an extraordinary impression. So, basically, drabble

assesses a writer’s skill in imparting the necessary effect on the reader; so something like

that. Then you have sketches: sketch is also a type or a variety of short fiction, it basically

illuminates a particular character or a setting or a location.

Again, even here there is no scope for a detailed or an elaborate characterization, plot

development, and all that. The purpose of a sketch as the term itself suggests is to give you an

insight, it is to give you an insight into a character or a setting or a location, that is the

purpose. Then you have vignette:  it is called a vignette the g there is silent, it's vignette.



So, a vignette is it could be an excerpt from a long story, it could be an excerpt a part of it

can belong to a part of a larger one, and a piece from there is taken and presented to you, it

could be that. Or it could even capture, independently it could capture a single moment in its

detail maybe about a character or maybe about an idea or an object. Of course, there are a lot

of overlaps between all of them.

So, you do not need to get confused, it is not that when you start writing short fiction you go

with an intention of writing a vignette or a sketch when you end up writing, critics decides

whether it is a sketch or a vignette. But these are some general ideas that you can keep in

mind.

Then you have novella: the novella is a short novel, you can call it a short novel. So, a novel

is anything between let us say 20000 words to 50000 words or it can be even more than that

because when you pick up works like a Suitable Boy or War and Peace, each of them run into

at least  1500 pages, 2000 pages and all that.

So, a novel is compared and a novella is a short form. You have Metamorphosis by Franz

Kafka or Siddhartha by Herman Melville, they are all called and even Animal Farm, of

course, you have read that and we had a detailed discussion on Animal Farm, that is a

novella. A novella or something in less than 20 words 20000 words or 25000 words; these are

some different types of short fiction.

But most of our discussion is on short stories as such, not so much on novella or flash fiction

because flash fiction is of very recent origin, even drabble is of very recent origin.



(Refer Slide Time: 11:24)

So, let us continue our discussion on different types of short fiction. Of course parable, we

have already studied that, fable we have come to know, in fable the distinguishing feature of a

fable. How do you distinguish it from a parable? Both of them have some morality attached

to them, but what is in the parable, it is what is there in the fable that is not there in the

parable?

Well, the fable makes use of a humanized animal, an animal or a bird, or anything that starts

speaking like human beings. So, that is one of the distinguishing features of a fable.

(Refer Slide Time: 12:05)



Then novella as I said we discussed that. Like Novel, novella too has its origins in the

modern times, but there are some critics who argue that Boccaccio’s Decameron, written

sometime in the mid of 14th century, or even Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales makes use of the

structure of a novella.

And many have also considered Panchatantra which is written in Sanskrit or Ovid’s

Metamorphoses also as examples of the novella, but of course, they are debatable because

Panchatantra many argue is a short story cycle, and even metamorphoses is also a short

story cycle.

So, more than as novella, you can consider them as examples for short stories.

(Refer Slide Time: 12:59)

a fairy tale again has its genesis in the folklore. So, like a fable, fairy tale also makes use of

imaginary creatures, imaginary beings, fairies, and fantasy. Generally, fairy tales are

components of fantasy fiction, beasts that you have not heard of unicorns, and all of them.
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Now, let us take you through the historical origins of short fiction as such. Though many

critics argue that, the short story as a distinct literary form is of recent origin. When we say

recent origin, it is something mid 19th century beginning with the 19th century, until the 20th

century and 21st century. Therefore, it just has a history of about 200 or 250 years, that is

why it is of recent origin.

Whereas there are many critics who go on to argue that you find traces of short fiction even

in works, very earlier works. Generally speaking, the short story has their origins in the oral

storytelling traditions. In fact, we discussed this while discussing poetry; the origins of

poetry, short stories were narrated using poetry, using poetic forms.

So, many consider that also as an origin of the short story. There it was said in verse in the

modern times that short stories are narrated using prose, except that even then people narrated

stories, even now people narrate stories. The only difference is it is the transition is from

verse to prose, that is the reason why you can say that it has its origins in the oral storytelling

tradition.

So, generally speaking, short stories are probably as old as Neanderthal human beings,

because now imagine a caveman, during their very early times after having returned from

hunting maybe when they had just begun, when they had just learned the use of fire, maybe

as a kind of campfire in the evening. They sit around, it is a cold evening and somebody



begins, “... you do not know, today when I was about to hunt a deer, you do not know what

happened who do I see…”

Now everybody’s attention turns towards this particular guy and this guy starts narrating. So,

the anecdotal beginning, probably short stories must have begun in that kind of anecdotal

way right from the Neanderthal times or ever since human beings began speaking in some

way or the other.

(Refer Slide Time: 16:19)

So, from there when we move on, when we move on this is just we have Western origins as

well as other origins a little later. So, we discussed Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and

Boccaccio’s Decameron, 14th-century works we considered short stories. It's a short story

cycle, short story cycles; we get to know what a short story cycle is in a short while now.

But they make use of different short stories and they are connected, they are connected in

some way or the other may be in a setting, maybe in a frame, and they are all bound together.

A string of various short stories is bound within a frame. So, they are called short story

cycles; for the time being, we can keep that tentative definition in mind.

So, I mean considering that you have the first examples in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and

Bocaccios Decameron. And of course, India produced short fiction much before the west

produced short fiction. What are some of them? Of course, in the context of the west, the

origins of the modern short story begin somewhere in the mid 19th century we identified that.
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When it comes to Egypt of course, we have discussed “The Shipwrecked Sailor” and King

Cheops the tale of two brothers, who are about 4000 years old. So, they are again short stories

too, they are again short story sequences.

(Refer Slide Time: 18:04)

So, you can as well find the origins of the story there. More than anything else when

somebody says short story has its origins, especially in the middle east and all that, people

invariably think of One Thousand and One Nights, written somewhere between 800 CE and



1400 CE, it spans about 500-600 years and there are a lot of interpolations into that even in

the recent times.

So, you all of us will have heard of at least some tales from Arabian Nights, some tales from

One Thousand and One Nights, this is one of the most translated short story cycles. So, more

than looking at it as a novel, it is more meaningful to look at it as a short story because this

work will have as it says it has literally more than 1000 short stories; in fact, more than that,

because every night, it talks of invariably more than one short story. So, this is a short story

cycle that has more than 1000 tales in it. Therefore, it makes sense to look at it as a short

story cycle or a sequence.

So, Arabian Nights as it is popularly called now has had an extraordinary impact on western

culture and civilization, and even behind Goethe’s conceptualization of world literature, of

course, we find traces of this particular work. It makes use of frame narrative, we have

already discussed while discussing narrative techniques, and we have discussed what a frame

narrative is.

So, it begins with a character called Scheherazade, who narrates a set of tales to her husband,

maybe using her sister as a kind of a decoy. She narrates it and her husband is Shahriyar.

In fact, in the origin of Arabian Nights, this guy, this Sultan who has been deceived by his

wife, e has been cuckolded therefore, he decides in order to take revenge on all women he

decides to marry a girl every day and at night or the next morning he wants to kill her

something like that. So, that he would not be deceived, that is his plan.

So, everybody is getting killed, and here is Scheherazade who decides she would put an end

to it. And therefore, she requests her father who is also a vizier in Shahriyar’s court to arrange

for marriage, and during that first night, she starts narrating the story to her younger sister,

and her husband who has been hiding,  listens to it.

And she stops the story exactly at a point so as to pique the interest of the listener and she

says let us discuss the next thing tomorrow night if I still survive. And that is how this lady

goes on surviving 1001 and by that time, of course, the king is grown fond of her. So, this

particular original tale about Arabian Tales talks about the alluring component of the short

story as such. So, that is the birth of Arabian Nights.
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And from Arabian nights, of course, we have tales from Greece and Rome as well. In fact,

even here Aesop’s fables that we have been discussing are said to have been composed

sometime in 400 BCE, Before Christ and you have from Latin, Ovid’s Metamorphoses

composed sometime in the 9th century. So, these are the earliest surviving tales from Greece

and Rome.

(Refer Slide Time: 22:09)

From here let us come to tales from India. These are we are discussing the pre-modern

manifestations of short story, remember these are the pre-modern versions of short stories. In



fact, when it comes to short story more than in the west, India has rich illustrations, a rich

legacy of short story.

In fact, beginning with Panchatantra which was composed in Sanskrit sometime between

200 BCE to 300 CE, is based on the oral tales that are narrated much earlier than that. You

have Jataka Tales which were written in Pali, sometime in 300 BCE between 300 BCE and

400 CE.

They talk about Buddha’s life before he became the Buddha; his life, his reincarnations,

earlier reincarnations as an animal, as a bird, as a human being, and all that. And then you

have Hitopadesha which was written sometime in the 9th century by Narayana, and you have

Kathasaritsagara very very important thing. In fact, Kathasaritsagara is a major stream of

stories that has had an extraordinary influence on western storytelling traditions.

Like Arabian Nights, Kathasaritsagara too is well known for its diverse narrative techniques

and rich imagination, and a plethora of well-narrated stories written sometime in 1100 CE,

these are some of our well-known short story collections. That is why we say that when it

comes to short story, no wonder India is considered a laboratory of short stories, especially

the rich Indian legacy.

(Refer Slide Time: 24:11)

Yeah, as I said Panchatantra is a very important thing, we have also discussed Panchatantra

earlier. Panchatantra generally means, 5 books; Pancha 5, tantra is lessons or plans or 5



world views or something like that. It belongs to a sub-genre called fables, it makes use of

fables and narrates a story, again it is part of short story cycle.

(Refer Slide Time: 24:36)

I will not go much into detail because we have been discussing Panchatantra Tales, Aesop’s

Fables many times now.

(Refer Slide Time: 24:44)

Now, let us take a look at the modern short story. When we say modern short stories, it is said

that the 1820s; 1820s to 1880s are the modern precursors to the modern short story.
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So, the short story though went through a lot of experiments, many called it a short narrative,

a novella, and all that, but generally speaking what is the first modern short story and when

was it written. When was the first modern short story written?

(Refer Slide Time: 25:27)

In order to answer that, we need to come here. In fact, it is said that Walter Scott’s “The Two

Drovers” written in 1827 to be precise is the first-ever modern short story. The credit for

modern short story goes to Walter Scott’s “The Two Drovers” of course, arguably, and then

even slightly before that we have already discussed Goethe’s experimentations and all that.



But generally speaking, modern short stories emerged as a distinct literary genre in Germany,

the United States, France, and Russia, especially during the 19th century, mid 19th century

onwards.

Especially in the US, you have Washington Irving and Edgar Allan Poe who are considered

the masters of short story fiction and they have had some distinct influence on modernist

short story writers, like Henry James and others. So, the kind of stories they wrote is called

impressionist stories.

(Refer Slide Time: 26:34)

From here generally, in the 20th-century, short story takes an extraordinary turn, in the sense,

it becomes one of the most preferred genres of literature. Especially by Chekhov and in

Russia you have from Sicily Pirandello, Kafka, from Prague, Borges from Argentina and

Singer from Poland, of course, is an American migrant writer, immigrant writer Singer

Polish. These are some extraordinary writers who popularized the genre of the short story.

So, today we have D.H Lawrence, Katherine Mansfield, Ernest Hemingway, and James Joyce

who took up this particular craft from these earlier masters and exemplified the short fiction.

And as I said like novels, short stories to is concomitant with the rise of the middle class, the

rise of the print culture, the rise of the magazines.



In fact, magazines have played an important role in popularizing the genre because, when a

magazine was published along with essays, short stories, and poems were very much

preferred.  That is one of the reasons why short stories later acquired a canonical status.

With the rise of print culture, especially magazines, journals, and tabloids, short story has

come to acquire an extraordinary status in the collective imagination of the 20th century and

21st century times.

(Refer Slide Time: 28:23)

Now, before we call it today, just one thing that we can keep in mind: the short story is born

out of a necessity. What is that necessity? An urge of the writer to convey something very

remarkable, something like that this is Elizabeth Bowen.

And we have a very interesting insight from Willa Sibert Cather, she says that basically if you

scan all the short stories that are available to us you realize that there is at most there is only

one story or two story, maximum three stories not more than that.

But these three prototype stories, keep on appearing in very many ways. As if they have

never been told before like that these stories keep repeating them, something that you can

keep in mind. And in case you are interested in writing a short story let me give you very

quick tips.
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Now, the first thing, of course, is based on our understanding of the short story, this is

something that you can keep in mind. Let us begin with picking the mood, this is the first

one. So, as we have identified a short story, the defining characteristic feature of the short

story, is a binding feeling, and distinct emotion.

So, you weave everything around it; your character, your story, your plot, your setting

everything is woven around a feeling. Therefore, if you want to write short stories, identify

the feeling. When you say identify the feeling, let us say for instance you are excited you

have found a new love.

Now, do you think you can write a short story about it? Of course, you can write a novel

about it. Why do not you explore that? Or if you are feeling let down, some factors have

contributed to making you feel let down; why did you feel let down? Do you think you can

begin with that?

Identify what is the predominant urge you have, what is the predominant feeling you have,

and see if you can construct your characters around it, a story around, it plot around it, and

then automatically the theme follows. Maybe setting is something that you need to keep in

mind. So, first, begin with the mood, what is the binding emotion that you want to impart

your readers. Once you identify that 50 percent of the job is done.



Now, after having identified the mood, then you need to have a strong beginning. As I said, in

a short story there is no scope for making an elaborate introduction, a detailed exposition, and

all that. So, write the first sentence, what is it that you want to say. Let us say for instance

love, you have found new love; you can simply say love is there in the air all around you.

Or the moment Shiva opened his curtains, he sensed a whiff of fresh air and he found that air

was lovely. So, maybe using pathetic fallacy, we discussed that literary technique, then see

how he describes. That is just a character Shiva, you can make use of Parvati, you can make

use of anybody there. Have a solid beginning, better begin, then develop it and then end it.

Start building sentences and then paragraphs. Then build it, brick by brick. As I said

everything in a short story is vital. In fact, there is a beautiful metaphor, it is called Chekov’s

gun, it can also be a literary device. What does Chekov say, it is attributed to Chekov.

He says that in a short story or in a play or in a novel, anywhere it is if you think in the first

page you give a setting of a house. And on the wall let us say for instance there is a gun

hanging, when describing the house you say there is a gun hanging.

Why do you want to hang a gun if that gun does not go out, maybe in the second page or in

the third page? If you think, on a table supposing in the beginning if you say that on the table

there is a beautiful wall clock, on a table there is a beautiful wall clock and it is been broken

and something like that. Then you need to explain why you have kept it there that is called

Chekov’s gun.

In other words, every element in the short story is very important, you cannot afford to

describe it and then forget it. So, make use of everything that you have used, whether it is a

character, whether it is an element, whether it is a story, whether it is anything or a prop. So,

make use of everything.

So, brick by brick, brick by brick start constructing it. Then finally, how do you end it, how to

land your short story. Try to find out an appropriate way to end it, because you have already

evoked a mood, you have constructed a series of characters around it, then you have thought

about a plot line and you have built it line by line.

And now see when you end it, whether the mood that you have picked in the beginning or

whether it has been properly conveyed. So, whether the neat arrangement that you have



visualized, whether it has been translated onto a page, whether it is been translated or not just

think of it. Now, the final stage of course, that is very important after having written; forget it.

Take a break maybe for about a couple of days, then come back and check if the plot,

character, settings, dialogues everything that you are identified earlier is perfectly, whether

they are gelling well with whatever you have done, . Then automatically your theme emerges,

editing is an important thing. When you say editing rephrasing, revising, cutting what is not

added, pruning sentences, trimming it here and there and then making it print ready or ready

for publication.

Now, using them do you think you can write a short story? Think about all of them of course,

in the subsequent classes we pick up actual short stories, some remarkable short stories and

present to you the rich range of this particular type of literature with actual examples in the

next class. Until then, bye, take care.


