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Stories are central genres in all cultures, in some form in almost every 

imaginable situation and stage of life. They are intimately woven into the minutiae 

of everyday life, whenever we come together. They are told in all social groupings 

to interpret life’s chaos and rhythms, to evaluate each other’s behaviour, and to 

educate and entertain our children. There is something miraculous about the way 

a child’s attention is instantly drawn by a story, as their imagination is ignited and 

held. And the power of stories to grip the imagination of adu lts is no less 

mysterious, either as origin myths so potent they have moulded the destinies of 

nations and continents for millennia, or as literary fiction that can absorb and 

excite the most rational minds of the modern era. 

J.R. Martin and D. Rose, Genre Relations. Mapping Culture (49) 

 

Almost every anthology of short stories is prefaced with a discussion of the 

genre in which the editors attempt to capture the essence of the short story. Almost 

every such attempt fails. Understandably so, since the short  story is both 

notoriously simple and difficult to define. The self-explanatory label is deceptive. 

What does the word “story” mean exactly? What components does a text need to 

have to be called “a story”? Moreover, what does “short” mean? Shorter than 

a novel? (But how long is the novel?) Where does a short story end and a novella 

begin? Does a one-page-long story belong to the same genre as a twenty-page-long 

one? Is a Six-Word-Story really a story? In this article we attempt to provide 

tentative answers to these questions, first summarising critical and theoretical 

discussions of the genre. Then, using the present anthology as a case study, we 

offer its reader-writer-oriented analysis, supported by some stylometric evidence. 

Our motivation to discuss this  stems from the fact that the choice of short stories 

presented in this anthology calls for such an enquiry and some explanation, too.  

In his discussion of the “short” aspect of the form, Ian Reid, the author of 

a concise but comprehensive study of the genre, notes that it is impossible to draw 

an arithmetical equation to determine the perfect size for the short story. He also 

points to the lack of unity in the trans -lingual terminology, as the English “novel” 

has a different denotation from the German “Novelle”, French “nouvelle”, and 
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Italian “novella”. English lacks its own term to denote a piece of literature which is 

between the short story and the novel in terms of length (Reid, 11). Polish also 

distinguishes between opowiadanie (“short story”) and nowela, akin to the German, 

French and Italian forms. 

When Reid tries to present the quintessential qualities of the short story 

(Reid, 54), he ends up deconstructing them. According to the scholar, they include 

“unity of impressions,” which he, however, does not find necessary for a short story to 

be successful (Reid, 55), a “moment of crisis,” which according him may be 

ambiguous, left to interpretation, or even absent from a text (Reid, 56), and  “symmetry 

of design,” which he finds in many cases obsolete, as  it often results in an obvious 

and unsurprising plot resolution, and may be boring (Reid, 60). Finally, he 

concludes that the short story cannot be discussed in normative terms and that what 

he calls its “protean variety” (Reid, 3) demands an inclusive at titude towards the 

genre (Reid, 7). 

However, for many readers and theorists, “story” is to a great extent 

tantamount to a plot. Understood as a representation of a sequence of events, it 

seems akin to, if not identical with, the definition of the plot in t he Aristotelian 

sense. As such, the story is the fundamental component of many literary genres, and 

to some extent it is traceable even in most lyrical texts (Miller, 74-75). Following 

this classical definition, a story can be understood as a series of act ions linked by 

causal relations. Or, to use another set of terms, the minimal requirements for a story 

are the exposition, complication and resolution, with a possible addition of 

evaluation, and the coda (Martin and Rose, 50). Reid suspects that this still favoured 

insistence on the tripartite sequence stems from human predilection for symmetry 

and certain aesthetics based on the number three (Reid, 6). However, he believes 

this normative rule to be obsolete and names Sylvia Plath’s “Johnny Panic” and 

“The Bible of Dreams,” and Robert Coover’s “The Babysitter” among others, as 

examples of short stories in which linearity and the cause-and-effect order is 

disrupted. Still, he assumes that some sort of plot is necessary in a short story, as in 

“The Babysitter,” marked by “psychological action” (Reid, 7). 

While it is true that many stories rely strongly on this pattern, numerous 

writers have been offering us different kinds of stories for at least the past one 

hundred years. Already in 1945 A.L. Bader spoke of “older” and “newer” type of 

story: 

 

Readers and critics accustomed to an older type of story are baffled by 

a newer type […] they maintain that the modern short story is plotless, static, 

fragmentary, amorphous— frequently a mere character sketch or vignette, or 

a mere reporting of a transient moment, or the capturing of a mood or 

nuance—everything, in fact, except a story. (86) 
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This also rings true for the stories collected in the present anthology. While 

the majority of them are intuitively recognised as fitting into the generic 

boundaries, there are some problematic cases. Take “The Corridor to the Right”, 

for example, or “Dreaming of Mountains”—two pieces that at first glance hardly 

comply with the definition specifying that the short story is “a relat ively brief 

fictional narrative in prose” that “possesses at least the rudiments of plot” (Harmon 

and Holman, A Handbook to Literature, 406-407). “The Corridor” begins with an 

exposition that seems to promise a dramatic story. The initial sentence informs us 

that some events have changed the narrator’s perception of the surroundings, and 

we hear him describe the descent into a cellar. A vivid description of the gloomy, 

unwelcoming setting immediately brings up connotations with the Gothic tale. So 

we read on avidly, with growing suspense and apprehension, evoked by detailed, 

poetic descriptions of the dark, damp, and dirty basement. But in this case the 

whole plot boils down to a series of movements through the corridors. As in Chris 

Offutt’s stories analysed by John Gerlach, here also “[n]arrative is an impulse that 

leads to lyric all-at-once perception” (55). In fact, the structure  of Łukasik’s story 

relies on a juxtaposition of meditative passages with flashbacks bringing back 

images from the hero’s past. This can be perhaps better described as the “strategy 

of emplotment,” which results in the story being perceived more in terms of 

a spatial structure than a linear narrative. Hence, Bader was right to notice that in 

such stories the point of emphasis shifts from presentation of events to 

a description of a mood or atmosphere. But according to Charles May, such 

a “movement away from the linearity of prose toward the spatiality of poetry” has 

always been present in the historical development of the genre. He is convinced 

that “the short story has always been more closely associated with lyric poetry than 

with its overgrown narrative neighbor, the novel” (May in Gerlach, 44). 

Besides, considering the plot the main or the dominant component of a short 

story would exclude from the genre other important components equally essential 

to this literary form. Let us look at another, better known example, and consider: 

what is Jamaica Kincaid’s “Girl”? It has little plot either, at least in the 

“traditional” sense. Syntactically, it consists of only one sentence. Yet after reading 

it, we feel that we know the character, her life, her story, her s truggle – is that not 

the very same effect that other, plot-driven short stories have on us? Reid notes the 

predilection of the short story to focus on a moment of great psychological 

significance, and on an individualized, main character who more often than not is 

a sort of an outcast, someone who differs in some respect from the majority, which 

he sees as its Romantic inheritance (Reid, 28). So what differentiates the short 

story from the novel is not only the length, but also what the novel makes explicit 

and the short story communicates implicitly, hinting at it with subtle stylistic 

devices. We judge the quality of short stories by their ability to create realistic, 

complete characters and their stories without ever fully describing them per se. 
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To understand better the role of characters in the short story, it may be useful 

to resort to A. Gremais’s concept of actants. They are types of agents that may have 

different manifestations in a narrative and can perform different functions. Actants 

appear as certain forces in a text; they belong to the syntactic order, while 

characters to the semantic order (Herman and Vervaeck 2005, 52-53). So when 

Martin Scofield proposes “an idea as a hero” as central to some stories, this can be 

understood in Gremais’s terms. Scofield distinguishes “a mode of story in which 

the overall idea, rather than character, plot or ‘themes’ in the usual sense, 

dominates the conception of the work and gives it its unity or deliberate disunity” 

(5). In the short story, it enables the author to focus on one idea, rather than create 

a network of them, and this also makes up the difference between the short story 

and the novel – this singularity of focus is what all definitions agree upon. Scofield 

explicates another important point, mainly that “[t]he ‘idea as hero’ should not 

suggest a ‘thesis-driven’ or polemical work, or one that works discursively rather 

than poetically” (5). Here, we need to mention two other features that differentiate 

not between a story and a novel, but between a short story and a narrative essay: 

namely, the aesthetic function and the element of fiction. Short stories are meant to 

convey actions and emotions, not to inform, persuade or teach, as essays tend to 

do. What is more important, when reading a story, we cannot identify the author 

with the narrator. Unless we know the author to be the narrator, we must 

necessarily treat the story as a piece of fiction, a work of creative imagination 

rather than an account of real events. 

In view of the above reflections, it is perhaps easier to understand why 

“Dreaming of Mountains,” the most controversial contribution to the collection, 

seemingly much closer to an essay than a plot-driven story, has been ultimately 

included in the anthology. It is an extended meditation on th e mysterious attraction 

of high mountain climbing. Yet even in this generically hybrid piece “rudiments of 

plot” are detectable. We can easily imagine the author, speaking to us in the first 

person voice, a timid “office worker from a coastal town” who has  never climbed 

a snowy peak in her life (Huss, 18), sitting at her desk, surrounded by books about 

Mount Everest, devouring them passionately, or brooding on her subject, 

reminiscing about her past readings, and recalling her only trip to South Asia, and 

then starting to type with determination. So her story begins with her reading; the 

complication consists in her contemplation of undertaking a climbing trip, and the 

resolution is tantamount to her realisation that she would be unable to pursue her 

dream of “high mountains.” Her story concludes with a realisation that what really 

counts for her “is just sheer joy. And joy is, after all, the end of life. We do not live 

to eat and make money. We eat and make money to be able to enjoy life. That is 

what life means and what life is for” (Huss, 21). 

So it seems that the author-narrator has had her epiphany, if epiphany is the 

essence of the short story, as Mary Rohrberger, another eminent critic of the genre, 

implies. In their focus on the final illumination “Dreaming of Mountains” and 
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“Corridor to the Right” are close to the definition offered by this scholar. In 

“Origins, Development, Substance, and Design of the Short Story,” Rohrberger 

explains why she thinks that all short stories are in fact modernist in form, even 

though the genre originates in Romanticism. To her, a short story is something 

more than just a plot, a mere sequence of events. A “short story” proper is 

symbolic, meaning that it offers more than it gives by means of the plot. It is to be 

distinguished from “simple narrative,” that is a story that has all the features of the 

genre, but is by no means symbolic. Rohrberger resorts to Joseph Frank’s concept 

of spatial form: “a set of narrative techniques and processes of aesthetic perception 

that works to impede linearity” as a feature fundamental for the genre (6). As she 

argues, while some novels may make use of the spatial form, all short stories rely 

on it. They need to be seen from the perspective of synchrony, not diachronically, 

due to their form. Another crucial element, according to her, is epiphany, inherent 

in short stories. In Rohrberger’s words, even though the surface structure of short 

stories evolved from Romanticism through modernism to postmodernism, the 

genre has consistently “defied  linearity and arrested time and movement in an 

eternal and continuous present” (8). Viewed from the perspective of Henri 

Bergson’s theory of time, short stories are synchronic (rather than diachronic), set 

in the “psychological” (and not the “mechanical”) time – they show overlapping 

events, where the past merges with the present, irrespective of the clock. 

 

The short story is characterized by multiple levels generated by substructures 

that underlie narrative surfaces. Embedded with images forming patterns , 

metaphoric designs, allusions that resonate, linking small actions or objects in 

the extensional world with cosmic wholes, short story surfaces occasionally 

parallel but usually diverge from their substructures, creating tensions, 

contradictions, ironies , ambiguities, paradox, flux. (Rohrberger, 8-9) 

 

Thus, a good short story captures the passage of time in a moment, showing 

past, present and the future with the epiphany being “a point of frozen energy 

resonating just beyond understanding” (Rohrberger, 10). Therefore the 

metaphysical notion that in the short story there is “more than meets the eye” is 

inherent to the genre and inscribed in its form. This remains in conformity with 

observations offered by May, Gerlach and Scofield , who all emphasise 

compositional coherence and poetic dimension as its essential aspects. 

All submissions for this competition in short story writing demonstrate a deep 

understanding of the features discussed above. Even those that demonstrate 

extreme generic fuzziness contain their traces, simultaneously proving that the 

short story may be understood in nuanced and subtle ways. Moreover, some might 

argue that if the author considers her or his work to be a short story, no one has the 

authority to say otherwise and that is how you define the term. Admittedly, such 

a Duchampian attitude, inspiring as it may be in visual arts, seems more 
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problematic in literature. Making a Borgesian gesture of repeating someone else’s 

words in a short story contest would amount to plagiarism, not admiration. 

However, Borges’s stories are most appropriate to be mentioned here as a context 

in which one needs to read some texts included in the present collection. As was 

signalled above, there was a particularly fierce debate on whether to accept 

“Dreaming of Mountains” as an entry for the competition at all. The majority of 

jurors initially claimed that it is not a short story because it has no plot and strongly 

resembles an essay in its tone. But, as we argued above, after all it is a kind of story 

– an imaginative fictional representation – of a yearning mind obsessed with 

others’ obsession, composed of snippets of information that form a myth of the 

mountain and validate the protagonist’s emotions. Through this short piece we get 

to know the narrator-protagonist – her identity, her dreams, her desires  – just as we 

get to know Jamaica Kincaid’s anonymous girl. 

However, Huss’s piece is evidently a borderline case and it would be 

interesting to measure by some objective means if it were closer to other short 

stories or to essays. Fortunately, such a question of generic belonging may be 

examined in a newly devised, experimental way. A dynamically developing field of 

digital humanities offers us tools of empirical research to verify such controversies. 

We have decided to use stylometric methods to examine “generic signals” in the 

stories collected in the present anthology and compare them with the classics of the 

short story and the essay with the view to identify the position of fuzzy cases. 

Basic stylometric research entails preparing a corpus (a group of texts in plain text 

format) of books or stories, which are later cut down into words. The software 

“then compares the results for individual texts, performing e.g. distance 

calculations and using various statis tical procedures (cluster analysis, 

multidimensional scaling, or principal components analysis)” (Eder, Rybicki, 

Kestemont 6). When the table-creating function is enabled, the software also 

prepares a sheet file, which can be used for Gephi visualisation. It was the basis for 

the general assumptions made below, since the scope of this article does not allow 

for a detailed stylometric analysis, which would include multiple comparisons and 

diagrams. The analysis used in this article was performed with the R s oftware, 

the stylo package, and the Gephi software used for visualisation. 

For the purpose of this article, the stories included in the volume were 

grouped into a corpus together with some classics of the fantastical short story: 

Poe, Machen, Bierce, Lovecraft, R.E. Howard, and Nathaniel Hawthorne. These 

authors were the subject of previous research, therefore it was easy to monitor the 

results now. Also included were a few essays and philosophical texts, some in 

translation, by Mark Twain, Francis Bacon, Bertrand Russell, Abraham Lincoln, 

George Eliot, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Michel de Montaigne. Once again, the use 

of all-time classics makes it easier to monitor the outcome of the research (from 

the researchers’ perspective), since their texts are generally well-known and 

recognised as generic models for the short story and the essay. 
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Fig. 1.Cluster analysis of 53 short stories, essays, and philosophical texts, including 

the 11 short stories anthologised in Obsessions. 
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First of all, the basic cluster analysis clearly divided all texts into two groups: 

essays and short fiction, with the controversial contributions (“Dreaming of 

Mountains” and “The Corridor to the Right”) clustering with the short stories (see 

Fig. 1: the cluster analysis shows the most basic connections, while Fig. 2 allows 

for a more elaborate analysis since it shows more connections in one picture). 

Further, in the Gephi visualisation, the fictional texts have also grouped together in  

a large cluster, with a protruding area of essays, and a few extended branches, 

leading to other essays by Nietzsche, Bacon, and Locke. Amborse Bierce ’s work 

seems to have formed a buffer between the short stories and essays by Twain, 

Lincoln, Emerson, Thoreau, Montaigne, and Russell. Nathaniel Hawthorne seems 

significantly different from the other short story authors included here, probably 

because of his focus on social, rather than fantastical, themes (see Fig. 2).  

It is evident from the diagrams that the texts included in the present anthology 

are firmly within the area occupied by classical short stories. The stories by Jakub 

Wiśniewski (Mrs. White’s Promise), Edyta Gaida (Sun Under Ice), Jakub Biernacki 

(Snow Is All I Remember) and Magdalena Szumlińska (The Well of Obsession) have 

turned out quite close and strongly connected to R.E. Howard’s Red Nails, perhaps 

because of the authors’ choice of themes (Gaida’s with phrases like “ice covered in 

blood”) and the use of American English (Wiśniewski and Szumlińska). Tomasz 

Trela’s story has shown up quite close to Rogues in the House and to Lovecraft’s 

Dreams in the Witch-House and The Dunwich Horror. Astrid Juckenack’s The Dirty 

Mind is statistically similar to The Jewels of Gwalhur. 

On the other hand, Tomasz Seweryn’s The Methane Lake is, quite expectedly, 

rather strongly connected with H.P. Lovecraft’s Herbert West – Reanimator, 

another science-fiction tale. Łukasik’s story, The Corridor to the Right, is strongly 

connected to The Dunwich Horror and The Jewels of Gwalhur on the other side of 

the diagram. It is logical, since it was intended as a weird tale, but the Howard 

connection is somewhat surprising, since the story ’s static style seems to be closer 

to Lovecraft than to Howard’s action-laden prose. 

The stories by the anthologised authors are also interconnected: some of them 

show a high degree of similarity. Most significantly, Jakub Biernacki’s story is very 

strongly connected with Erica Johansson’s Sweet Bea and Sour Cass (also linked to 

Machen’s The Shining Pyramid), which is in turn connected to Krystian Pilch ’s 

tap tap tap. Jakub Wiśniewski’s story is also somewhat similar to Biernacki’s 

Snow Is All I Remember, while Szumlińska’s story is (not very strongly) linked to 

Janina Huss’s Dreaming of Mountains. The latter, being the most controversial case 

in the anthology, does prove to be somewhat distant from the other stories, lying in 

the middle ground between the short story and the essay. It is strongly connected to 

Mark Twain’s What Is Man? And Other Essays, which can be seen as confirmation 

of the editors’ and jurors’ opinion that Janina Huss’s story is a text hybridizing the 

two genres. However, as we hope to have demonstrated here, generic labels should 

not be treated as strict regulations. Of course, genres are characterised by a set of 
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formal and thematic features, connected to “a situation of address which mobilises 

a set of rhetorical purposes, and a more general structure of implications” (Frow, 

31); and above we enumerate most of those specific to the short story. But for 

modern theorists , genres function more as guidelines for reading and interpretation 

than strictly delineated boundaries separating specific texts. As Martin Scofield 

reminds us, “[g]enres […] are not essences, and we may give ourselves 

unnecessary labour if we try to identify one element or principle which defines the 

short story” (4). So they are better understood as “frames that establish appropriate 

ways of reading or viewing or listening to texts” (Frow, 31). 

Returning to Duchamp’s “Fountain” once more to illuminate Janina Huss’s 

method of composition, it can be argued that the ready-made used by the French 

artist in the gallery context let real-life objects into the sphere of visual arts, 

thereby expanding the repertoire of possible materials and devices available for 

visual artists. Using “literary ready-mades” may entail mixing different genres, 

a practice that has a long tradition in literary history. Likewise, writers may resort 

to factual information, or other literary and non-literary texts and mix them in 

creative ways, as the author of “Dreaming of Mountains” did. Admittedly, Huss’s 

strategy to fuse actual people and places with a fictional character obsessed by her 

dream in a semi-essayistic narrative can be simultaneously seen as a familiar 

gesture and a risky enterprise. But “[e]ven if a text disrupts all the expectations we 

may have of it, these expectations nevertheless form the ways in which we can 

read it and the ways in which we can change our minds (that is, develop new 

expectations),” writes John Frow in his study of genre (30). Huss’s piece has 

definitely made us rethink our understanding of the short story. So perhaps rather 

than lamenting the generic hybridity of “Dreaming of Mountains,” the readers 

should focus on understanding how the author manages to fuse the elements of 

the fictional and the non-fictional, the literary and the factual in a beautifully 

coherent piece. After all, it is the pleasure of aesthetic experience and epiphany 

experienced vicariously with the main character that seem to be fundamental 

features of short fiction, and these are strongly present in her text and other 

stories included in this collection. 

 


