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The Short Story



The Short Story
Different genres invite analysis of different 

fictional elements



The Short Story
•  Length



The Short Story
•  Length draws attention to:
– magnification 
– compression



The Short Story

–  “His face was turning into my father’s chest, but I could 
see a nostril, an ear, plugged up with greenish 
mud” (“Miles City, Montana” 30).

–  “Twenty years or so later, in 1961, my husband, Andrew, 
and I got a brand-new car…” (31).



The Short Story
•  Length
•  Emphasis on reader engagement 



The Short Story
•  Reliance on the reader:
– stories are “hard”!
– the restraints of length, and elements of 

magnification and compression, require reader 
to fill in the dots 



The Short Story

– The Doukhobors (“To Reach Japan” 11)
– “some Christian sect Greta had never heard 

of” (21)



The Short Story

“A sin. She had given her attention elsewhere. 
Determined, foraging attention to something 
other than the child. A sin.” (28)



The Short Story
•  Length
•  Emphasis on reader engagement 
•  Economy



The Short Story
•  Economy asks us to consider what an author 

puts in and what she leaves out



The Short Story
– “Miles City, Montana”

•  Turkeys in (35)
•  Divorce out (34)

– “To Reach Japan”
•  Seven pages of party (7-13)
•  No conclusive ending



The Short Story
•  Length
•  Emphasis on reader engagement 
•  Economy
•  Totality



The Short Story
•  Totality according to Poe:
– “The ordinary novel is objectionable from its 

length.…As it cannot be read at one sitting, it 
deprives itself, of course, of the immense force 
derivable from totality….In the brief take, 
however, the author is enabled to carry out the 
fullness of his intention….During the hour of 
perusal the soul of the reader is at the writer’s 
control.”

–  Edgar Allen Poe, review of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Twice 
Told Tales, 1842



The Short Story
•  Single stories 
•  Paired stories
•  A story collection 
– Edited by the author
– An external editor
– A posthumous “best of”



Alice Munro
•  Born 1931 in rural Ontario
•  Moved to Toronto and then Vancouver
•  Writes about women in similar places and 

times, with similar trajectories
•  “The final four works in this book are not quite 

stories. They form a separate unit, one that is 
autobiographical in feelings, though not, 
sometimes, entirely so in fact. I believe they are 
the first and last—and the closest—things I 
have to say about my own life” (“Finale”).



Alice Munro
“Housewife Finds Time to Write Short Stories: Least Praised Good Writer 
in Canada” 

–  Vancouver Sun, 1961

Did you ever see yourself win the Nobel Prize?
Oh, no, no! I was a woman!

Were you an early feminist?
I never knew about the word “feminism”, but of course I was a feminist, 
because I actually grew up in a part of Canada where women could write 
more easily than men. The big, important writers would be men, but 
knowing that a woman wrote stories was probably less to her discredit 
than if a man wrote stories. Because it was not a man's occupation. 

–  Nobel Prize interview



Munro and Parallax
“Miles City, Montana”  and “To Reach Japan” 
share many similarities 
•  travel
•  mother/daughter
•  marriage/divorce 
•  “detours” 
•  compressed lives
•  sjuzet
•  guilt
•  creativity



Munro and Parallax
Parallax:
•  “Object as seen from two different points; (Astron.) such a 

difference or change in the position of a celestial object as seen 
from different points on the earth's surface or from opposite 
points in the earth's orbit around the sun. Also: (half of) the 
angular amount of such a difference or change; (Astron.) the angle 
subtended at a celestial object by the radius of the earth's orbit, 
giving a measure of its distance from the earth; any of various 
similar measures of distance calculated by methods incorporating 
the motion of the sun relative to the local region of the galaxy, 
the proper motion of the observed body, the motions of a cluster 
of bodies having similar distances and speeds, etc.”

–  OED



Munro and Parallax
•  Parallax as an analytical device to consider 

“micro-genres” 
–  (Travel-embedded recollection-mother/

daughter-marriage/divorce-guilt-creativity genre)

•  Parallax as useful when considering 
repetition of "objects" across stories or 
oeuvres



Munro and Parallax
•  “In my own house, I seemed to be often 

looking for a place to hide—sometimes from 
the children but more often from the jobs to be 
done and the phone ringing and the sociability 
of the neighborhood. I wanted to hide so that I 
could get busy at my real work, which was a 
sort of wooing of distant parts of myself. I lived 
in a state of siege, always just losing what I 
wanted to hold one to.” 

–  “Miles City, Montana” (32)



Munro and Parallax
•  “There was the other work, the work of 

poetry that it seemed she had been dong in 
her head most of her life. That struck her 
now as traitorous business—to Katy, to 
Peter, to life. And now, because of the 
picture in her head of Katy alone, Katy 
sitting there amid the metal clatter between 
the cars, that was something else she, Katy’s 
mother, was going to have to give up.” 

–  “To Reach Japan” (28)



Munro and Parallax
•  “I gave up writing…a year ago, but that was a 

decision…that I wanted to behave like the 
rest of the world. Because when you are 
writing you are doing something that other 
people don't know you are doing, and you 
can't really talk about it, you are always 
finding your way in this secret world, and 
then you are doing something else in the 
normal world.”

– Nobel Prize interview



Munro and Parallax
Creativity as:
•  “a sort of wooing of distant parts of myself ”
•  “the [traitorous] work of poetry”
•  “doing something that other people don't 

know you are doing, and you can't really talk 
about it, you are always finding your way in 
this secret world”



Exercise
Use parallax to consider one "object" that you 
identify in both stories. What do you notice 
when you look at your chosen object in both 
rather than one story? What do two slightly 
different perspectives on, say, landscape reveal? 
What does looking at patterns across stories 
allow you to say that analyzing a story in 
isolation may not allow? 


