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Introduction

This collection of short stories, by authors born during the
nineteenth century, reveals something of the variety of styles
and subject matter of the modern short story. The short story
cannot portray complexities of character and society which
longer works of fiction can, but these stories show that by
exploring particular experiences or incidents the short story
can inspire compassion and understanding, and can surprise
and stimulate the imagination. The good-humoured fantasy
of “The Man Who Could Work Miracles” is very different
from the exploration of human behaviour in “Lord Mount-
drago”; the sensitive depiction of the world of childhood in
“The Doll’s House” contrasts with the amusing narrative of
Lord Emsworth’s encounter with a child in “Lord Emsworth
and the Girl Friend”; the witty, anecdotal approach towards
the love story in “The Model Millionaire” is strikingly different
from the slow narrative of “The Courtship of Susan Bell”.

H. G, Wells (1866-1946) was educated as a scientist and
taught science for some time before devoting himself to writing.
At the beginning of his writing carcer he wrole scientific
romances, like The Invisible Man (1897). He then wrote a
number of serious novels, such as The History of Mr Polly
(1910). The final stage of his career, when he was a famous
and controversial figure, was devoted to writing about the
problems of modern society, for example The Work, Wealth and
Happiness of Mankind (1932).

“The Man Who Could Work Miracles” (1927) combines the
author’s interest in fantasies of time and space with his concern
for the urban worker. Mr Fotheringay, “not a very unusual
man”, deals with his discovery of his miraculous powers
cautiously at first, growing in confidence until he is “no longer
afraid of his greatness”. But the end of the story restores Mr
Fotheringay to his unimportant, ordinary life. The character of
Mr Fotheringay is an affirmation of H. G. Wells’s belief in the
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mixture of the comic and heroic in the ordinary human being.

“Lord Mountdragb”, by contrast, has as its central character
an aristocrat, the cleverest man in his political party. He is
linked in his dreams with the Welsh Member of Parliament,
Owen Griffiths, “very common, and far from being noble”.
The horror of Lord Mountdrago’s dream life forces him to seek
help from Dr Audlin, the famous psychoanalyst, whose
detachment is affected by the strange outcome of Lord
Mountdrago’s pride; and the ending of the story is a sombre one.

This story is an example of Somerset Maugham’s power as
a short story writer. Maugham (1874-1965) was born in Paris,
orphaned at the age of ten and sent to live with an uncle in
England. His unhappy youth is described in his novel Of Human
Bondage (1915). He trained as a doctor, and his first novel,
Liza of Lambeth (1897) was based on his experience as a doctor
in the slums of London. He is best known for his short stories,
all of which are carefully constructed in order to satisfy the
reader’s desire to know what happens in the end. “| like the
form,” he wrote about the short story. “It was very agreeable to
live with the personages of my fancy for two or three weeks and
then be done with them.”

Unlike Somerset Maugham, Anthony Trollope was primarily
a novelist, the author of more than fifty novels. He believed
that the writer should “make his readers so intimately
acquainted with his characters that the creations of his brain
should be to them speaking, moving, living, human creatures”,
and in “The Courtship of Susan Bell”, 1t is the characters whoare
central. The plot is simple and undramatic (“I have never
troubled myself much about the construction of plots,” wrote
Trollope in An Autobiography, 1883); it is the fearful widow, her
clever daughter Hetta, the innocent Susan and her determined
lover Aaron who remain in the memory.

Anthony Trollope (1815-82) was made miserable in his
youth by the financial misfortunes of his father. His mother,
Frances Trollope, supported the family by writing novels, and
Trollope himself began working for the Post Office in 1834. He
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wrote his first novel in 1847, but did not achieve success until
the publication of The Warden (1855), the first of the six
Barchester novels which portrays the lives of the profes-
sional and landed classes of Victorian England. His series
of political novels, from Phineas Finn (1869) to The Duke’s
Children (1880) enabled him to express his views on public
questions and the atmosphere of Westminster, the political
clubs of .ondon, and the great houses of the country.

“The Courtship of Susan Bell” (published in Tdles of All
Countries, 1861), although set in the United States, deals with
themes which occur in all Trollope’s work: marriage, financial
difficulties, family relationships. Trollope’s views on marriage
and the position of women may seem old-fashioned today, but
at the time Trollope wrote, when arranged marriages were
common, they were not readily accepted. Trollope’s sympathy
with the powerlessness of a woman in love is revealed in his
portrait of Susan Bell.

Aaron Dunn, determined to provide financially for the
woman he loved, “. . . was able and willing to work and knew
his profession, and asked what young man of his age had
done better than that”. His attitude is in stark contrast with
that of Hughie Erskine in “The Model Millionaire”, “a delight-
ful, useless young man with a perfect face and no profession”.
Hughie is also unable to provide for the girl he loves, but the
solution for him comes unexpectedly, as a result of his good
nature and generosity.

“The Model Millicnaire” (1887), on the surface a light social
comedy in which Oscar Wilde mocks the way society treats
individuals according to their appearance and financial
standing, touches also upon the difference between physical
beauty and spiritual goodness, one of his favourite themes.

Oscar Wilde (1854-1900) was born in Dublin into a famous
and eccentric family, and spent his youth building a reputa-
tion of indolence and extravagance. His first volume of poetry
was published in 1881, and a collection of short stories was
published in the mid-1880s. His collectiort of fairy tales, The
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Happy Prince, with their themes of suffering and sacrifice,
pride and humility, are the best known of his stories and are
classics of their kind. In 1891, the stage comedy Lady
Windermere’s Fan was produced, the first of his penetrating
stage comedies. In 1895, Wilde was sentenced to two years’ hard
labour for his romantic friendship with Lord Alfred Douglas.
After his release, he lived in Paris until his death.

The use of unexpected verbal contrast, which Wilde uses to
good effect in “The Model Millionaire” (“. . . there are moments
when Art almost reaches the importance of manual work .. ."),
1s seen also in Edgar Allan Poe’s “X-ing a Paragraph” (1849).
Poe uses solemn language as his main weapon of satire as he
describes a trivial dispute between two journalists. This story
1s not typical of Poe’s work, but his love of language and his
contempt for the literary world are revealed as clearly in this
story as other ‘aspects of his personality are revealed in his
more horrific stories.

Poe (1809-49) was an American writer most famous for his
macabre mystery and horror stories (“The Fall of the House of
Usher”, 1839; “The Murders in the Rue Morgue”, 1841), though
he was also a poet and literary critic. His struggle to obtain work
from newspapers and magazines gave him a strong dislike
for much of the literary world, as well as a detailed knowledge
of the world of the journalist.

P. G. Wodehouse (1881-1975) started work in a London bank,
but soon gave this up for writing. He was a professional writer
for over seventy years and wrote more than ninety humorous
books. His comic genius was of a different nature from that
of Oscar Wilde and Edgar Allan Poe: he dealt genily and
affectionately with both his characters and the society in
which they lived. He saw his writing as “making a sort of musical
comedy without music and ignoring real life altogether”.

“Lord Emsworth and the Girl Friend” has been described as
an example of the perfect short story. The good-natured,
eccentric Lord Emsworth unexpectedly makes friends with a
bold London child, and this friendship enables him to stand
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up to his fierce gardener and formidable sister. The world of
Wodehouse is revealed as a world where the class structure of
society has a rigid hold over the behaviour of individuals, and
a world where adults can be the victims of children.

In “The Doll's House”, Katherine Mansfield (1888-1923)
writes about similar social divisions, but she creates the atmo-
sphere of childhood by describing it from the children’s point
of view. She was born in New Zealand, though she lived in
Europe as a writer. She died young, of tuberculosis, but her
reputation as a short story writer has remained high. Her
stories come from a different tradition than those of the other
writers in this collection. She was greatly influenced by the
Russian writer, Chekhov, who broke away from the tradition of
straightforward narrative, and who chose as the heroes of his
stories sensitive individuals, struggling against the strong
forces of society.

Katherine Mansfield published five collections of short
stories, “The Doll's House” being written in 1921 but not
published until 1923. The atmosphere of childhood is built with
a careful selection of detail, the doll’s house being the focus
of the story, providing the characters with a challenge which
reveals their inner beings. Kezia stands apart, her apprecia-
tion of the lamp indicating her sensitivity: “. . . the lamp was
perfect. It seemed to smile at Kezia, to say, ‘I live here.’ The lamp
was real.” It is Kezia who invites the Kelveys, the children society
has rejected, to see the doll’s house. And Else’s reaction to the
lamp reveals her nature: “She smiled her rare smile. ‘I saw the
little lamp,” she said softly.”

The short story, as indicated by this collection, is equally
suited to humour, to fantasy and to exploring more sombre
aspects of life; it can reveal characters, narrate unusual
incidents and anecdotes; it can interpret attitudes, emotions,
relationships and explore ideas. I'rom H. G. Wells to Katherine
Mansfield, the short story can amuse and challenge, and ranges
from the fantastic to the poetic.
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