Notes: Poe’s Rules for Short Stories:

These rules were developed by Edgar Allan Poe who said that a Short Story should:

    Be complete by itself.

    Be able to be read in one sitting.

    Have every word used for important effect.

    Have a good opening sentence that is developed throughout the work.

    End at its climax.

Have no more characters than those necessary for the action.

Edgar Allan Poe, “The Fall of the House of Usher”

“The Fall of the House of Usher” is one of Poe’s most famous and most appreciated works. It represents his intent to make every detail vital and vibrant to the experience of reading the story; it shows off his ability to create a growing sense of horror and suspense; and it shows his ability to use emotion, through the character of Roderick, to create a sense of doom, decay and guilt. 

•    In the case of “The Fall of the House of Usher,” what explains the final catastrophic events? 

•    Discuss Poe’s exploration of  the dark side of imagination, of reawakening lost memories of childhood by stirring up the past. 

•    How do Roderick’s taste in literature, art and music symbolize aspects of his character and carry implications of the story’s outcome?

•    Is there a symbolic relationship between the appearances of the house and of Roderick?

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, “The Yellow Wallpaper”

         While The Yellow Wallpaper is Gilman's best-known piece of writing (she wrote a great deal in addition to this story.  Probably next best known is her utopian feminist novel, Herland, about an all woman society stumbled on by three male explorers and that touched on issues of intimacy and gender relations, work, social roles, and the economic impact of patriarchy.)

    The Yellow Wallpaper was written some years earlier, while Gilman was still struggling with how to be a writer and a wife and mother at the same time.  That struggle is central to the story and produces in the first person narrator, locked in an upstairs room "for her own good" and ordered not to write, an almost intolerable amount of stress. 

The question that invariably comes up \is: 1) is the narrator is indeed "crazy" by the end of the story? 2) is she becomes crazy progressively through the story? 3) is she is already crazy when she begins to tell the story? 4) or is, indeed, she is crazy at all. 

•    What are our definitions of insanity and sanity?  

•    Is the narrator of The Yellow Wallpaper "mad" in one or both senses of that word (angry or crazy)?  

•    Is she experiencing a breakdown or a breakthrough? Defend your interpretation with evidence from the story.

•    How do plot and symbolism play out in the  succession of stages of the narrator’s breakdown in “The Yellow Wallpaper,” and in her obsession with the wallpaper? What does the wallpaper finally come to represent for her?

•    In the case of “The Yellow Wallpaper, “what about this ending is disturbing? What might the effect have been on readers of the late 1800’s, used to orderly, all is well endings? 

Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Young Goodman Brown”

         Like several of Hawthorne's stories, and reflecting his New England Puritan upbringing, Young Goodman Brown is about the encounter of innocence with evil.  

•    What do you think about the degree of young Goodman Brown's naiveté?  

•    How does innocence fare in this story?  

•    What is Hawthorne's view in Young Goodman Brown of human nature?  

•    How does he chip away at his hero's naiveté through the story?  

•    What are the stages of Brown's loss of innocence/coming to knowledge?  

•    How does Brown struggle against this new view of the world that is being forced upon him?

    You might consider the narrative devices of the journey and the dream that Hawthorne uses to tell his story.  In some ways, Brown's night in the forest is a compressed version of the whole of a human life, with its gradual disillusionments.  The possibility that it was all a dream underlines the uncertainty of our visions of morality.  

•    How can we know that any of what we believe is accurate—whether our view of human nature is optimistic or pessimistic?  

•    How does young Goodman Brown live the rest of his life in the face of this uncertainty?

    In another sense, this is a fable about growing up and having one's idealism confront and come to terms with the world's realities. 

•    Is what Brown encounters during his journey reality, or is it just another way of looking at the world? 

•    How do we, as individuals, cope with taking in new information that challenges our world view?  

•    Do we reject it, integrate it, or let it turn our world upside down?  What does young Goodman Brown do?

Stephen King, “The Man in the Black Suit”

King’s story evokes Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown” in a number of ways, but updates its themes to our modern sensibilities and plays more on our modern fears. 

•    In each story, the main character has an encounter that acts as a revelation. What is it, and when and where does it occur?

•    What do you think about the forest in each story? How is effective as a setting, and as a symbol?

•    How do Young Goodman Brown and Gary deal with their encounters over time? How does, or doesn’t, each come to grips with it, and what does that mean for you in experiencing each story?

•    Describe your perspective on the “battle of good versus evil” as expressed in these two tales.  

•    In what way is King’s story a Christian allegory, and how is it not? Can you compare this with Hawthorne?

•    Two stories, same setting, similar themes, produced about 100 years apart. What observations can you make about the American experience that they address? What current events, issues, conflicts, etc. do they bring to mind?

•    What sets King’s story apart from Hawthorne’s?

•    Does the lack of ambiguity in King’s story make it scarier, or less so, than Hawthorne’s? What else do you have to say about this difference: Hawthorne’s story may or may not be literally true, but King’s narrator says his most definitely is, with no debate in his mind. Which do you prefer? Why?

“The short story had always existed as an informal oral tradition, but until the mass middle-class literacy of the 19th century arrived in the west, and the magazine and periodical market was invented to service the new reading public’s desires and preferences, there had been no real publishing forum for a piece of short fiction in the five to 50-page range. It was this new medium that revealed to writers their capacity to write short fiction. Readers wanted short stories, and writers suddenly discovered they had a new literary form on their hands. The way the short story effectively sprang into being in its full maturity almost proves my point. There were no faltering first steps, no slow centuries of evolution. The fact that in the early to mid-19th century Hawthorne and Poe and Turgenev were capable of writing classic and timeless short stories virtually from the outset signals that the ability had always been dormant within the human imagination. The short story arrived fully fledged in the middle of the 19th century and by its end, in the shape of Anton Chekhov, had reached its apotheosis.”

and later in that article

“The great modern short stories possess a quality of mystery and beguiling resonance about them—a complexity of afterthought—that cannot be pinned down or analysed. Bizarrely, in this situation, the whole is undeniably greater than the sum of its component parts. Poe, perhaps inadvertently, achieved this on occasion, but the writer who followed Poe and in whom we see this quality really functioning is Herman Melville.”

William Boyd, “A Short History of the Short Story”
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