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ABSTRACT 

 This thesis is dedicated to the study of the evolution of the modern 

short story over the last two centuries.  The period from (1800 – 2000+) 

comprises three phases: i)The beginnings of the modern short story (1800 - 

1835)  ii)A phase of innovations and expectations (1836 - 1903) which saw 

the emergence of two schools of short story --- the popular, commercial short 

story and the classic short story.  iii) The post modern phase of the short story 

with a quest for identity and a search for last horizons.  An attempt is made to 

study the short story as an independent genre --- highlighting the differences 

from the novel, trying to create its identity with its specific milieu, its distinct 

philosophical, intellectual and generic concerns.  It is also examined how it 

can influence the thought process through generations --- a duty performed 

efficiently by such established genres as the drama, the essay and the novel in 

the earlier times.  For the process of the search for the above traits and 

indicators, some signature contributions have been identified.  These were the 

instances that made a difference that exalted the level of an apparently simple 

traditional format into a potential torch-bearer into a world of literary 

invention, intuition and alchemy.   

In his Taxonomy of the history of Modern Short Story, Charles Boyd 

expressed the opinion that the short story  was a vastly neglected genre and 

that it richly deserved the status of a full-fledged, independent genre.  He 

makes a specific mention of the case of Guy de Maupassant as a major 

contributor to the genre of the short story.  On close study of various critical 
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responses to his work it is found the literary world is totally divided leading to 

a number of controversies.  As the general consensus was that Maupassant is 

an outstanding and unquestioned literary talent, it is imperative that the 

controversies regarding his life and work are taken up in detail and a thorough 

investigative study is made regarding the major issues raised about his work.  

Hence it is important to collect all information and prepare the ground work 

that may facilitate proper evaluation of this major writer’s work --- and set it 

on par with the contributions from Turgenev, Chekhov and Narayan. 

This thesis is divided into six chapters. Chapter one discusses the status 

of the short story as a genre and the factors contributing to its being neglected 

over the past century.  Though the trends in the second half of 20th century 

were favorable, and despite the steady climbs in popularity polls as the most 

preferred genre by readers across the continents --- the short story is still to 

generate proper academic interest.It is also observed that  one of the major 

writers of the genre Guy de Maupassant does not get proportionate attention in 

the evaluation process. The chronological account of the history of the short 

story, though done with reasonable care, is of an elementary nature of 

classification --- and requires more work in terms of thematic and technical 

considerations which have to be revised in future.  The main objectives of the 

study are to conduct a primary study of the chronological development of the 

short story  and bring out a timeline, first on a tentative basis; to conduct a 

comprehensive generic study of theme, technique and social outlook with 

regard to the selected work of four representative short story writers; to work 
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on various literary movements that influenced their work over this period 

under consideration; to study how these writers have been influenced by the 

milieus they have been living in; and to study the major books and themes of 

criticism that have been published during the last two centuries.   

Chapter two introduces the short story as it is practiced between 1800-

1835.  Poe’s model of the short story was the most influential and the first 

widely accepted format of the new genre. Prominent writers like Dickens, 

Balzac and Hawthorne followed the one-chapter-one-incident model of Poe. 

Balzac and Dickens followed Romantic realism and Hawthorne introduced a 

touch of sedate psychological realism.  Poe popularized the famous ‘horror’ 

story genre.  The stories of the period were good --- but lacked the most 

essential features of the short story like denouement and pace.  The popular 

stories of the period include The Purse, The Conscript, An Atheist Mass’ 

(Balzac), ‘Mr Mannethe’s MS (Dickens), Rapaccinni’s daughter and The 

Birthmark (Hawthorne). 

Chapter three elaborates the important landmark events that occurred 

in the first half of the 18th century.  There was a strong desire for change --- a 

move to break away from the Romantic Age in particular, but also from the 

variants of Romanticism --- Romantic realism of Balzac and Comic realism of 

Dickens.  Three literary movements gained momentum in the five decades --- 

Gauiter’s ‘Art for Art’s Sake’ theory, the Naturalist theory of Zola and 

Flaubert and the ‘Absolute realism’ of Prosper Merimee.   There is a strong 

move to replace the tools and stylistic devices of fiction --- a tendency to 
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discourage the emotional exuberance, melodrama or sentimentalism of the 

earlier times.  The common preferred mode for all the three groups was a 

preference for brevity and terseness of expression.  The first novella was 

published by Theodore Storm and the first modern short story The Etruscan 

Vase’ by Merimee in 1837.  Ivan Turgenev, a master of all the three genres of 

fiction, adopted and perfected the novella as a preferred genre.  He published 

the first classic short story The Country Doctor (1852) and a novella Mumu 

(1854).  The two genres of fiction were initiated by Turgenev by his land mark 

innovations like replacement of plot by characterization, and a descriptive 

style that creates moods and impressions. Turgenev had different objectives 

for the three genres of fiction.  His ability to project contrasting points of view 

and not merely his preferred vision gave his work a great balance, maturity 

and durability.  The important stories of this period are The Etruscan Vase , 

The Country Doctor and Mumu, which can also be considered the pioneering 

efforts in the evolution of the short story.   

Chapter Four elaborates on the two streams of the evolution of the 

short story. The second half of the 19th century is the most important stage in 

the evolution of the short story. The landmark innovations and 

experimentation with form --- the emergence of the classic short story and the 

popular commercial short story ---- all these crucial stages in the 

transformation of the genre occurred during this period. Prosper Merimee has 

to be credited with the format for the modern short story. However, his 

unwillingness to use emotional, social and psychological details proved to be a 
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drawback and a great limitation. Turgenev who combined Merimee’s form 

and his own aesthetics of nature and the beauty of language got excellent 

results as proved by his short stories as well as the novella. During the end of 

his career he produced great masterpieces like Asya, First love, Spring 

Torrents and Clara Militch. As a writer he depended more on suggestion than 

sensation and more on understatement than melodrama.   

The second stream of the short story was spearheaded by a writer who 

was temperamentally and ideologically the opposite of Turgenev. Maupassant 

shot to instant fame with his first short story Boule-de-suif .The story was such 

a huge success with the readers as well as the academia that Maupassant was 

flooded with contracts from Paris news papers and in the next ten years he 

published around 300 short stories, 6 novels, 3 travel books and 3 Chroniques 

containing 200 critical essays on contemporary issues. Maupassant’s stories 

became famous for their ‘trick-ending and they were translated into 140 

languages. Maupassant is also the best story teller in the history of the short 

story and he established the modern popular commercial short story which has 

cemented the place of the short story as a genre. In his later stories 

Maupassant has experimented with the form and techniques of the short story 

and produced such masterpieces like Bell-flower, The farmer’s wife, The false 

gems, Miss  Harriet, and Yvette, such tragic stories  as Room no 29, and 

Bertha . With La Horla  Maupassant attempts the horror tale but adds to it 

such an intense psychological dimension that it remains a rare memorable 

masterpiece in that genre . Maupassant is a more self-conscious artist than 
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Chekov ----- but again there is a complexity--- he is  self-conscious as far as 

his themes are concerned ---- but he is a natural, spontaneous story teller and 

the combination like everything in Maupassant----- concocts for us the magic 

that is Maupassant. 

Chapter 5 presents the next stage of the evolution of the short story 

which should be an anti-climax--- coming as it does immediately after the two 

great masters ---- one a giant and the other a colossus. But surprisingly it 

surpasses, with the typical Chekovian subtlety and understatement --- and 

takes the short story to new Psychological and philosophical heights. Chekov 

takes on Tolstoy’s and Dostoevsky’s ethical theory and Christianity as a 

solution to all the man-made evils of the world. He believes that education, 

particularly science and technology can alleviate the  crooked, wicked and 

weird holocaust into which the modern man has willfully though unwittingly 

lead himself. Chekov believes the world is a dismal, gloomy place ---- and it is 

man’s lack of wisdom and tolerance that have put him in this unenviable  spot.   

Chekov as a writer believed that a story cannot have an end happy or 

otherwise. What we get is only a situation at a point of time which may change 

either way and create a new problem or complication. His great masterpieces 

like A Lady with a lapdog, The Chorus girl, Ward no 6,The Darling, and  A 

Trivial Occurrence not only enlighten us on what happens, but they alert us 

the actual that happens behind the apparent. Name it mysticism or 

existentialism--- ( names do not matter) Chekov’s stories give us a taste of that 

…… by making us stretch our imagination beyond the text and context into a 
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future that could be. Here lay the silver lining ---- that slight hint of optimism -

--- Chekov does not think about what could have been.     

The short story after 1903 in the post Chekhovian era displays great 

innovation, freedom and experimentation in form and technique –more as an 

individual reaction than a collective effort from a well-organized group. Also 

it has undergone a thematic stagnation as writers found it difficult to replace 

the Chekhovian view of the world. There have been significant contributions 

from writers like Kafka, Borges, H. E. Bates, Mavis Gallant, and R. K. 

Narayan. Kafka’s main contribution is in the novel category and the short 

stories he has written are small in number ---though excellent in concept and 

execution. His world view is an extension of the Chekhovian reality of gloom 

and sullenness as seen in stories like Ward No.6 and The Sneeze( Chekov)and 

Metamorphosis and The Judgement ( Kafka). Borges too fails to show an 

alternative vision ,despite his highly innovative and imaginative experiments 

with form. H. E. Bates has a talent for turning out charming stories which 

capture a feeling of nostalgia and a love of the past and combines it with the 

present --- but overall he combines the beauty of Turgenev and the smartness 

of Maupassant --- but lacks their variety and range. Mavis Gallant has written 

short stories which gain immensely by the quiet charm of a Proust-like style 

and ambience,---- stories where characters are in search of their lost identity 

and nativity. This is done impeccably on most occasions but her preference for 

and secret pride of the French roots comes in the way of presentation of the 

milieu. R. K. Narayan is a natural story teller in the mould of Maupassant and 
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Maugham and writes about a complex milieu where the colonizer and the 

colonized come face to face --- his Malgudi represents a modern community 

and Narayan succeeds where Mavis Gallant is found wanting --- As the first 

thing that comes through Narayan’s tales is entertainment --- and 

entertainment to the core ---we love all the inhabitants of Malgudi --- and 

Narayan succeeds in creating a general liking for all the characters. It’s not as 

if he creates inane characters or pitches some of them above the others --- the 

pettiness and little foibles are shared by everyone and seen through the same 

screen of irony, humour and mild satire which is bitter and instructive but 

never sour and disgruntled --- but presented clearly --- even very minutely 

.Narayan’s observation is as keen as that of Maupassant and he captures his 

milieu  thoroughly. However it is an ability to condone and accept, love and 

endure --- and yet see everything from a deeply ironic angle that gives 

Narayan an advantage enjoyed by very few short story writers. He captures the 

beauty of Swamy’s childhood world and makes us see a whole gamut of the 

world from his point of view. As an artist Narayan combines the poetic 

ambience of Turgenev’s, the narrative skills of Maupassant and Chekhov’s 

ability to get into the thick of his milieu. Like Turgenev, Narayan leaves an 

imprint of the world and makes us live in an illusion of reality.Narayan shows 

that life exists beyond the narrow vision of the colonizer and the colonized and 

that there are numerous occasions that can lift our world beyond the mundane 

and self imposed drudgery --- and all that enlivens and liberates that world is a 

fine sense of humor. It is Narayan’s ability to stay clear of the bias which 
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gives his work a new dimension and a refreshing look --- and his incisive 

though subtle irony ensures that he condones what he thoroughly understands. 

Thus Narayan’s work also provides a new perspective on various issues over 

which human opinion is extensively divided. It is as though Narayan, the 

writer would prefer toperform the prime duties of a writer --- to entertain, 

entertain and entertain. The work of four major writers of the period is studied 

at length --- as it provides the  short story four distinct vantage points to study 

the contemporary world. Maupassant who gave a constant  expression to the 

joy of living and the physical beauty and concerns of the world. The world of 

Turgenev was one of experience, maturity and artistic finesse and a balance 

between tradition and innovation. The values of the past ,the beauty of nature, 

physical as well as human ---- these are the things that preserve our world. 

Chekov fights the profound tragedy, desolateness and  weirdness of life with 

pragmatism and refuses to shield himself with religion or ethics. Narayan  

believes that no force, no injustice is large enough to engulf and dry up the 

flow of life. Humour always provides you the will , the knack and the wisdom 

to live with life. 

Thus, the short story in its evolution has left four gateways ----- 

Turgenev the aesthete, Maupassant the Pagan, Chekov the philosopher and   

Narayan the Humanist. These, in essence, are the signature contributions made 

by the four writers to the evolution of the short story. 
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