Introduction to the reading of short stories

[cfr. Mariella Stagi Scarpa, a cura di, James Joyce “Dubliners”, Torino, SEI, 1999, pp. V-VI)
Reading a short story is very much like reading a poem, […]. In fact a short story, for its qual​íties of essentiality, shortness and unite of effect displays the same perfect fusion of form and content that characterizes poetry. When reading a short story it is, therefore, necessary to adopt the same strategies and the same type of intensive reading used for a poem, devoting the same attention to the content, to its structural complexity ad to its stylistic features.

A short story is generally characterized by

- a limited number of characters - unity of place and time

- a single action or few actions directed to one purpose - a single effect generally concentrated at the end - a general impression of something stylized.

As for its internal organization, a short story is ideally structured according to five phases that can be identified as

- an introduction of characters and situation a preparation or development of the action 
- a climax

- a resolution of the action - a conclusion or ending.

The hundred and fifty years which have passed since the first appearance of the modem short story have, however, modified this comparatively rigid structure. More recent short stories have developed a variety of different combinations of these five phases.

There are stories without an introduction, which are generally defined as having an in medias res opening. The reader is brought into contact with the characters and the main action before being informed about the antecedents or about the identity of the characters. He is in a position very similar to that of a spectator at a play or a film, who must infer from what is offered to his eves the information necessary to the understanding of the plot.

In a short story the first tough impact of an in medias res opening is generally softened by a set of information that the narrator, or sometimes the characters, supplies in the form of  anteriority (narration of past events) or habituality (description of habitual behaviours or events). In other short stories the proportion between the various phases may be biased in favour of one or two of them: a long introduction may lead to a very short climactic action, or viceversa a short introduction may be followed by a long preparation of the ac​tion and maybe lead to no conclusion, that is to an open ending.

The climax is the crucial point of the story and can be identified with the turning point of the action. After it the story moves toward its conclusion. But not all stories have a conclusion: a story with an open ending leaves the reader in a situation of uncertainty as concerns the results of the main action and tends to pose new questions rather than pro​vide answers.

Also the distribution of the narrative modes in a short story - they are report, descrip​tion, speech and comment - helps to give the right interpretation of the writer's techniques and intentions. A short story where comment is heavily present certainly has a didactic purpose that a short story with a prevalence of dialogue does not pursue. Many modem short stories employ more dialogue and narrated monologue (indirect or free indirect thought) than in the past. These two narrative techniques leave more space to the characters and make the role of the narrator invisible or at least limited.

As the language or style of a short story is aimed at the achievement of a final effect, it is necessary to pay attention to the stylistic devices used by the author and especially to those effects of verbal echo that sometimes create real leit-motifs, and a network of symbolic meanings.

Finally when reading a short story it can be advisable to analyze its internal organization by taking note of the macro-sequences in which its plot can be divided. A macro-sequence is a narrative unity generally distinguishable from the next one through

- a time marker (one night, two days later, etc.) 
- a change in setting

- the introduction or exit of a character

- a change in narrative mode (e.g. from dialogue to comment).

Identifying the various macro-sequences helps the reader to become aware of the frame​work of the story and to understand the cause-effect relationship inside it. It also helps to summarise the content by catching the differences between plot and story.
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