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Chapter One

Defining and Characterizing the Short Story

A short story is a narrative. It tells about imaginary events that happen to
imaginary people, and the events lead to a crisis which is resolved at the end. As an
imaginative literary form, the short story varies from author to author.

DEFINING THE SHORT STORY

Master story writer Edgar Allan Poe®said that a short story has a beginning,
middle, and end. In the beginning the characters meet, in the middle they face
growing conflict, and in the end they resolve the conflict. By taking readers from
the beginning through the middle to the end, the author conveys a message, or
theme.

Learning to develop the art form includes two steps, one simple, the other a
lifelong effort. First, you must learn the elements of the form: plot, character, setting,
and theme. That is the easy part. Second, you must practice combining those elements
until your skills are as finely honed as those of Poe or O. Henry@That is the lifelong
part.

EXAMINING THE GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS

The short story includes certain general characteristics. Although the approach
to and interaction with these characteristics are the stuff by which short stories
vary, certain elementary techniques will help a beginning writer develop a story®@ A
short story, in general, should:

— develop believable characters with whom readers can identify and characters
whose motives readers can understand

— develop a plot that includes conflict, rising action, climax, and resolution
— have a setting consistent with the characters’ personalities

— contain a theme, or message, for readers

— follow a consistent point of view

@ Edgar Allan Poe 27810 - 6 - #(1809—1849) KEER, LR AR EHR SR n(S B
(The Raven ,1845) E S /N R IE & KA IR The Fall of the House of Usher ,1839) [ &
TFitt. @ O. HenryBk - % %] (1862—1910) EEEHARE,H &% William Sydney Porter (B
- EBR - 5. §ﬁn’1‘9ﬁ%fj\ﬁ%ﬂ&$ﬁiﬁ},@ﬁ(%lb%'—ﬁ@fﬂ‘])(&bbages and
Kings,1904) B {PUE /1 }( The Four Million,1906), (3 Although the approach ... a story. &
iﬁﬁ%ﬁﬁfﬂ‘]ﬁﬁi,u&—gﬁﬁﬂggiﬁmﬁﬁgﬁﬁﬂgﬁﬁﬁfﬁﬁ,Ezgﬁlﬁﬁd‘m§§ﬁ
FHLHE, REm, XN EAETTRR S G RR T R g R,



— use dialogue appropriate for the characters '

__ show, not tell, about characters, themes, and conflicts through concise,
specific description

__ include imaginative language, imagery, and literary devices (such as
flashback, symbolism, and foreshadowing)

__ maintain a consistent tone and mood

— be of appropriate length, from 200 to 10,000 words, but most likely 1,500
to 3,500 words

— result in a single effect, so that every character, every action, every word
Jeads to the single effect®

Developing the short story takes careful thought and planning, but not every
writer works the same way. Some writers begin with a message or an idea they want
to share with readers. Other writers begin with plot and create characters who can
develop the plot and thus generate a message. Still others begin with characters, let
them interact, and allow the plot to develop from the interaction. Most writers,
however, follow akind of “yo-yo » process,changing characters as the plot develops
and altering scenes to improve characterization. No matter which process serves
you best, you must reach a certain point in the prewriting stage before you can
begin to put words on paper. At that point, you should be able to put the specifics in
this three-part sentence:

1. My characters will interact in these ways . . .
2. in order to achieve this resolution . . .
3. so that readers will get this message.

In order to arrive at that point, you must prepare thoroughly. This book strives
to help you with that preparation and then to take you through the steps to completion.

The following model short story will serve as the basis for discussion in future
chapters. Read and study it now. Look for the general characteristics of a short
story.

@ single effect B—¥FE @ yo-yo W, RN
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