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Maupassant had as much to do with the    development of the 

short story genre as Chekov in the late 19th century though 

Chekov did in somewhat different ways. However, because 

such stories as The Necklace   seem so deceptively simple and 

trivial his experiment with the form has often been ignored. Not 

until the short story itself receives the recognition it deserves as 

a respectable literary genre will Guy de Maupassant receive the 

recognition he deserves for his contribution to the perfection of 

the form. (qtd.in May). 

This intriguing comment forces one to look for more information on 

Maupassant in particular and the short story in general. The phrase 

‘respectable literary genre’ has to be probed further. The general attitude of 

the critics as well as the academicians was that the novel is the main genre and 

that the short story did not receive adequate attention. The second point of 

interest ----- Maupassant’s questionable status ---- this proved to be the most 

intriguing question --- as a lot of information was available ---- and critics 

were divided vastly over a number of things, though there was absolutely no 

doubt about Maupassant’s abundant  talent, and rare gifts as a story teller. 

The general consensus was that there were three outstanding 

contributions to the development of the short story genre in the second half of 

the 19th century --- those by Turgenev, Maupassant and Chekov. However, 

there is no clarity about the exact nature and scope of these contributions. 

Most of the critics have expressed their opinions in a rather informal and 
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haphazard manner --- but only a handful of them tried to assess or evaluate  

the artistic, thematic or ethical standards set by these writers. 

The above study made two things very clear. One that the short story is 

a very popular genre that has generated immense reader interest  and 

enthusiasm. Two that there has been no consistent or well-organized attempt 

to compile, channelize, sift and classify all that information for future 

reference. As a result, we are left with a body of quality output on one side , 

but which is not matched with a commensurate body of critical acumen and 

enquiry. 

Hence, it is a worthwhile subject for scholastic and literary enquiry to 

probe whether the short story really deserves the status of a respectable literary 

genre, and to make a sincere attempt to compile all relevant information 

regarding Maupassant’s real contribution to the growth of the short story. 

1.3. THE NEED FOR THE STUDY 

There is another reason to revive short fiction studies at this point of 

time .Following Chekov, Turgenev and Maupassant revivals in the 1960’s as 

well as during the first decade of the 21st century there is a steady growth in 

the popularity of the genre as the most appropriate and preferred one for the 

new generation of readers. Now that a short story writer, Alice Munroe has 

won the Nobel Prize for literature there cannot be a better time to consolidate 

its position. This is just the right time to turn serious scholastic and critical 

attention  to the vastly wide read but understudied genre. This may also 

provide a refreshing turn to the literary angst that the postmodern short story 
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writer has reached, and give a free passage for new thought among the huge 

edifices and vaults that have come up in a passionately obsessive but self-

centered quest for modernity of the literary artist. 

1.4 SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS:  

As it is a cross-cultural study and as we have to base our study on 

translations --- it may not be possible to study the linguistic aspects of 

language like language, style and diction---- and the study has to per se 

confine itself to theme, plot, point of view, structure, characterization etc. 

In view of the multi-cultural scenario the study of the short story has to 

be made on a collaborative method. To start with a comprehensive study has 

to be taken up and a dateline has to be evolved and authenticated through 

cross-verification and consolidated over a period of time. Then a history of the 

short story and a history of short story criticism have to be compiled 

separately. 

However, as most of the information is available online, these 

databases should be built and brought within the reach of general public as 

well as academicians. All information gathered will have to be verified, 

analyzed and authenticated thoroughly. The short story as a genre has gone 

through the toughest and most delicate period when its frailty is thoroughly 

tested and exposed. 

Now the trends over the last decade happen to be favorable and in 

many popularity polls it has been chosen as the genre most suitable for the 21st 
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century on the basis of time required and its top spot on the entertainment 

criterion ahead of the novel, the drama, and poetry.                                                        

1.5 OBJECTIVES 

The main objectives of this study are: 

i)  To conduct a primary study of the chronological 

development of the short story verifying, authenticating 

or modifying the existing data. 

ii)   To conduct a generic study of theme, form, and 

technique, particularly with regard to the selected work of 

four major short story writers who cover the principal 

aspects of the genre. 

iii)   To study the various literary movements that influenced 

the evolution of the short story 

iv) To study how the milieu of various nations and cultures 

contributed to the ambience in a writer’s work 

v)    To study books of criticism, articles, and reviews that have 

been published in print or electronic mode on major 

writers and trends during the period of study 

1.6. HYPOTHESIS & METHODOLOGY 

The four writers selected cover different aspects of human experience 

and are all renowned short story specialists. With diversified world views, 

they share a great common trait---- a deep and genuine concern for humanity. 

While two of them, Maupassant and Narayan are endowed with great natural 
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gift for storytelling, the other two, Turgenev and Chekov have mastered the 

techniques of artistic perception, creation and perfection. 

The modern short story as defined by Poe is taken as the origin of the 

short story as different from the tale and the fable. A period of two centuries 

(1800-2014) is taken as the time span. The five decades (1850-1900) is 

specified as the time when the most momentous and revolutionary innovations 

in theme, form and technique have taken place. Also this is a time when a 

number of writer-critics have contributed a tremendous range of quality 

criticism on the two genres the short story and the novella. The illustrious list 

includes such classics like Flaubert, Turgenev, James, Conrad, Galsworthy 

and H.E.Bates. Biographies and letters were also consulted to obtain 

additional information as well as for ratification, authentication or cross-

checking. 

The following time-line is considered based on the contributions of the 

most influential short story writers in the last two centuries. 

PERIOD PHASE Important writers 
1800-1845 The short story— the 

beginnings 
   Dickens, Hawthorne       
Poe, Balzac,                            

1846-1890 The Popular Commercial  
short story--- 
The classic Short story   

Maupassant 
 Turgenev  

1891-1925 The  short story        ----    
Psychological  /Philosophical 
Aspects 

Chekov 

1921-1985 Chekov’s legacy Kafka and   R.K.Narayan 
1986- The changing vision New Trends 
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The generic development is considered on the basis of the innovations 

introduced by a writer, his expertise in the genre, a large body of work (not 

less than 50-80 stories) his ideas about the art and craft of the short story, his 

command and understanding of the milieu he is working with, and his vision 

of life. 

The major literary movements during the period and their influence on 

individual authors as well as the genre are dealt with wherever relevant. Art 

for art’s sake  supported by Romantics like Theophile Gauiter, Sentimental 

romanticism of Daudet and George Sand, Anti-romantic realism of 

Maupassant, The naturalist theory of Zola  and Flaubert, Merimee’s theory of 

Absolute realism are some of the areas dealt with in detail. 

           Though the short story genre is quite well-established over the last two 

centuries (1800 – 2000) it is still one of the youngest genres when compared to 

the Poem, the Drama, the Essay and the Novel.  All the other genres have 

clearly defined marks of development and well-compiled history of scholastic 

study, a substantial body of literary theory, bibliographies which facilitate 

further study and nurture further interest in intensive sub generic enquiry.  The 

Short Story does not have a comprehensive platform and the academia is yet 

to explore this raw area with a more focused, wholehearted and professional 

attention to developments in the thematic and technical evolution of the genre.  

Further, it is essential to set up and highlight the distinctions that exist between 

the three sub-genres of fiction ----- the Novel, the novella and the short story 

and take up study of individual representative works.  This is a little 
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complicated as the short story and the novella have developed across the 

continents and cultures and only critics with generic interest can unravel the 

subtle nuances that exist beyond mere chronological or segmental compilation 

of physical data.  More importantly it is relating the genre to the existing 

social and political conditions and intellectual background and the changes it 

has undergone on the one hand and investigating the motives and causes for 

such transitions.  Though there have been a good number of articles published 

on individual authors there have not been any extensive studies on bringing 

them under one well-defined and substantiated literary genre, trying to align 

similarities and accommodating deviations.            

   As a large body of work exists in the new genre, published in various 

countries across the globe --- any scholastic work of research requires that all 

existing works should be organized and classified so that no important work or 

author or piece of innovation is left out of such critical examination.  Further, 

the classification should be made on generic rather than linguistic or cultural 

parameters.          

  The present thesis alttempts to bring out a classification on the lines 

specified above ----- not a linear or chronological classification but a generic 

study employing the compare and contrast method identifying the variants as 

well as the spin-offs whenever relevant.  Though the writers are from different 

nationalities, as their aims and visions are similar, it is assumed that they had 

better be studied together.  A chronological timeline of two centuries (1830 - 

2005) is taken and all the writers are fitted into generic slots rather than 
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chronological periods.  The time of publication of a work or active literary 

career of an author are indicated in parenthesis as part of additional 

information.  The development of the short story, the changes in form, the 

various literary theories, the intellectual background and cultural ambience are 

some of  the criteria taken into consideration in tracing the evolution of the 

short story as a genre.  An attempt is made to identify and assess the 

contribution of some key writers and their important works feature in 

discussion.  Only four writers who have made signature contributions to the 

evolution of the short story as a genre and their principal works are discussed 

in detail.  These Writers are selected on the basis of the great changes and 

impact, innovations and experimentation with form, or a fundamental change 

in the vision that they have projected through their work.           

The development of the short story cannot be effectively represented 

by linear or periodic divisions of time.  This is because the changes are not 

brought about by time nor did they happen in course of time.  For the changes 

in the sub-genre are per se reactions to or a deviation from the main genre.  

The changes were initiated by writers who were constantly in search of 

expression to suit a new vision of life.  This naturally brought in the extensive 

use of innovative techniques point of view or literary preferences that brought 

for the seminal changes in the creation and perception of the short story.  

1.7 THE OUTLOOK 

Both the novel and the short story have reached their zenith during the 

second half of the 19th century ---- starting from Jane Austen and Hugo and 
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ending with Tolstoy, Dostoevsky and Chekov .After this a few works did 

make a sensational    impact but failed to make an epochmaking changeor a 

major trend-setting transition.The novels that fall outside the Classic and 

Victorian tradition are Kafka’s The Trial (1925), Dreiser’s An American 

Tragedy (1925), Proust’s A Remembance of Things Past (1913), Joyce’s 

Ulysses (1922) and Hardy’s Jude the Obscure.All these works send strong 

signals of an impending change, of a new vision which makes its presence felt, 

if not yet totallyclear.There is a sincere effort by the authors to relate their 

work to the social,ethical and human ambience of the times. All of them are 

remarkable, profound and passionate,but somehow they fail to reflect the 

common, social,representative and shared identity of the times. Of all these, 

Dreiser’s novel comes nearest to fulfilling this requirement. However,as 

similar works have already come in Dostoevsky’s  Crime and Punishment, 

Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons and Dickens Great Expectations------ all of 

which deal at various psychological levels with the mistaken ambitions of 

youth. Like these three earlier novels, An American Tragedy becomes a 

representative work that sustains and strengthens the earlier literary urge, but 

does not usher in a new literary trend.Further, it should be noted that the 

greatest works in both genres came during a narrow band of fifty years.The 

literary world is perhaps looking forward to another epochmaking change --- 

which may originate from the innate depths of past literary vision or may be 

triggered by a series of  momentous social or political upheavals. 
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It is true that the short story has reached a state of angst after Chekov 

had produced such masterpieces like The Lady with the Lap dog, Ward no 6, 

The Chorus Girl and The Darling.He matched such masters of fiction like 

Tolstoy, Dostoevsky,and Dickens in theme,vision style, and technique.His 

works were universally acclaimed for this unique qualitative 

excellence..Simultaneously the novel was assailed by the advent of other 

popular media like the cinema and the television.Thus a need for a change has 

been forced by the emergence of new preferred genres and their specific 

demands.From a solo entertainer the literary artist had now to switch roles as a 

participative contributor to a larger entertainment team.By 1940’s and 1950’s 

the cinema has established itself as the most preferred and dominant form of 

popular entertainment.As the demand increased and they started looking for 

new themes, the novel and the short story provided a very rich and 

inexhaustible source. Richard Brody in his article in The New Yorker entitled 

“The writer who sparks the finest movie adaptations” states: 

The universal story generator exists.He lived in  France in the 

second half of the 19th century,and Sandra Smith’s fine new 

selection and translatiom of his stories has just been 

published.The writer in question is Guy de Maupassant, who is 

second only to Shakespeare in his inspiration of great movies. 

 Maupassant’s film adaptations started in 1909and they signalled a 

tremendous revival of interest in his work.In the first five decades of the 20th 

century about 44 stories were adapted and from 1950-2016 there have been a 



12 
 

whopping 164 film adaptations of his stories.He has been studied by the media 

fraternity who have brought to bear on their work some fine critical 

terminology of a new genre. Singling out Maupassant for special praise, Brody 

says: 

“It’s also a pair of Maupassant stories (“Paul’s Wife” and “The 

Signal”) that gave rise to what strikes me as the most 

exemplary anecdote of literary adaptation that the movie 

business has ever yielded. It arose in connection with Jean-Luc 

Godard’s 1966 feature “Masculine Feminine,” which he 

adapted from those two stories. At the time of the production, 

Maupassant’s work was still under copyright, and the movie’s 

producer, Anatole Dauman, purchased adaptation rights to 

those stories from the publisher and the Maupassant estate. But 

after the film was completed and screened for Robert 

Esmenard, the head of the publishing house (who also 

represented the estate), he agreed “that in this film we are so far 

from Maupassant” that he granted Dauman a two-year 

extension to make another film that would be a recognizable 

adaptation of the stories. 

I’ve often thought that a series of Maupassant adaptations today 

would be a superb exercise for independent filmmakers and art-

house filmmakers—at the very least, a film-school project of 

great didactic and theoretical value, but, more likely, a 
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relaunching of a genre unto itself that, with the stories’ ready-

made but vastly expandable plots, would urge filmmakers to 

become both all the more wide-rangingly observant and all the 

more themselves. 

This should be considered the greatest compliment to Maupassant 

whose art has earlier reached beyond countries, cultures and continents; it has 

now greatly influenced an emerging popular genre. 

Talking about the way Maupassant’s appeal was universal ranging 

from new wave French director like Godard to popular Hollywood director 

like John Ford, Brody elaborates: 

Kenji Mizoguchi’s displacement of the story “Boule de Suif” to 

nineteenth-century Japan in “Oyuki the Virgin” and John 

Ford’s displacement of the same story to the Wild West in 

“Stagecoach.” And “Stagecoach,” of course, is the movie that 

Orson Welles, famously, watched—projected—every night for 

a month before directing “Citizen Kane.” If there’s one thing 

that Ford got from Maupassant, it’s sex; and so there’s a direct 

line from Maupassant to Ford to Welles’s first film, the 

linchpin of cinematic youth and modernity. 

That’s a futurist generation talking about the ubiquitous Maupassant 

the artist for all genres and times. 

Modern short story is at the crossroads. 

 


