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and linger in the mind’s eye, stunning the senses and imprinting 
itself upon the memory. Although very short stories have a long 

now the preferred term, one that describes an established genre that 

the 

out some of the 
four Critical Contexts chapters to deepen this background. Pamelyn 
Casto provides an extensive recounting of the major anthologies of 

essay, which delineates how writers and theorists have grappled 

Donald Barthelme, 
Amelia Gray, a talented contemporary 

point of view and 
tense help each writer to compress narrative time while amplifying 
suggested meanings.



viii Critical Insights

Following the context chapters, the volume turns to ten essays 

examining a remarkable array of authors with diverse themes and 
styles, but also its long history as an international phenomenon. In 

Kate Chopin, 

courses. However, the careful structure of Chopin’s very short 
stories may be less well studied. Evans grounds his insights on 

readings of selected stories to demonstrate fully their “impressive 
moral and artistic 

early twentieth-century contemporary 
the dismissive criticism that very short stories appeal to very short 

one that “complements, rather than diminishes, our contemporary 
Isaac 

Babel, who employed a minimalist style to represent the oppression 

voice against anti-Semitism in Russia, but as Sterling’s moving 
essay shows, these subtly brief stories were still too loud for the 
Russian authorities, who murdered Babel to silence him. In the next 

humor and witty wordplay and, in the process, pushed the entire 
genre in new, delightful directions.
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prominent among these is Lydia Davis, the subject of a searching 

shortest form, one that rewards her considerable linguistic skill. 

understanding of human motivations and character by focusing on 
the inner lives of female characters and the suggestive possibilities 

writer 
“elicit emotional responses from readers at the same time that they 
refuse to provide easy solutions to the problems [her characters] 

In the next essay, Randall Brown revels in the artistry of 

Brown demonstrates how Fish employs and refashions traditional 

high stakes, and deep meanings. In the essay that follows this, 
Mary Robison, 

hero-worshipping plots to better value characters that are “damaged 

demonstrates how 
limit and still convey psychological complexity.

exciting and vibrant literary genre, and it covers a number of the 

anthologies, literary journals, and writing guides that concludes the 

About This Volume
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volume is both illuminating and memorable, encouraging greater 
readership and inspiring further study.

early stage of this project.
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Kate Chopin’s Flash Fiction and Flash Fiction 
Theory

Robert C. Evans

Kate Chopin is arguably one of the most important American writers 

or less). It is hard to think of another important American author 
(until, perhaps, very recently) who wrote more very short-short 
stories than she did. At least two examples of stories by Chopin 

throughout her career.
My purposes here are several. First, I will examine how 

and literary theorists. My essay is as much an introduction to (and 

brief tales. Secondly, the essay examines several Chopin stories 

stories are among her most artistically and morally complex works 
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roughly 2000 words or less. Such stories include “Madame Celestin’s 

mention just a few. However, although Chopin was often invested in 
the idea of writing short stories that were truly short, this aspect of 
her writing has not been much explored.

Chopin’s Flash Fiction and Flash Fiction Theory

genre appears in various 
Sudden Fiction: American Short-Short 

Stories, edited by Robert Shapard and 

the thirty years since then, no comparable survey of commentary has 

but no one has yet succeeded in collecting comments on the form 
1

Many comments they collected (usually only a paragraph long) 
Kate 

that the “short-short story can take as many shapes and moods as the 

necessarily limited to reminiscence, it is not constrained to cover a 
very brief period of time, [and] it can be voiced in almost any known 
mode: 

Although many of the stories listed above are realistic, some (such 
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or implicitly symbolic, allegorical, or parabolic. Many of Chopin’s 

while other relevant categories include meditative essays, character 

twists).

and subtly humorous. If her shortest tales reveal a common thread, 
it is a keen, sympathetic, amused, and often amusing sense of human 
foibles and complexities. Challenging the mistaken criticism that 

often grant insight into the lives of real, complicated human beings, 

short stories thus satisfy another of Chappell’s criteria: they imply a 

227). Sometimes, in fact, Chopin’s shorter works have more power 

works by Chopin.

Unease

the story achieves resolution, it cannot be a simple resolution and 

less applicable, however, to some of Chopin’s more obviously 
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about a young rural girl’s disillusioning visit to a city, could easily 
have been expanded both into the past and into the future. Caline 

physician in a rough part of town, he risks his own social standing to 

just one chapter in a much longer book. And it goes without saying 

like most of Chopin’s best brief works, they are exceptionally well 

lonely old woman). Practically all of Chopin’s briefest tales are the 
kind of stories that, according to L’Heureux, “we can’t help reading 
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But most of her other very short works both stimulate and repay 
repeated re-reading.

Anyone who has read hundreds of short-short stories might agree 

229). Perhaps it is better to say that few achieve their full potential. 

seems too obviously simple and too relentlessly didactic. (It was, 

romantic essay than an exercise in the subtle irony Chopin so often 
elsewhere employs. Aside from these two works, however—and 
perhaps I am being too hard even on them—I would willingly read 
and re-read any of Chopin’s other shortest tales. As the enthusiastic 
responses of my students suggest, Chopin truly mastered the form.2

Guy de Maupassant. But 
Chopin frequently manages to surprise us even when we anticipate 
a surprise. In some stories, in fact, she piles one surprise on top of 

man into marrying her even though she only wants his money, not 

man enthusiastically kiss her, we assume that her matrimonial 
schemes will collapse. She manages to convince him, however, that 
the other man is just an overly familiar friend of her brother. So the 
duped target not only forgives her but even encourages the brother’s 
friend to kiss her at their wedding. Apparently, then, the woman has 
doubly triumphed, winning both a rich husband and a continuing 

and the kiss the groom not only allows but proposes. Yet Chopin 
saves the biggest surprise for the very end: the brother’s friend 
resolutely refuses to kiss her, apparently tired of her games. Here 

Henry 
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irony, and appeal to a broad range of 
possible readers.

Lydia Davis) has a literal presence: “You 

Certainly this is true of many of Chopin’s best short-short tales. Her 

this claim.
But Chopin’s best works contradict negative assertions about 

works, “characters approach anonymity, setting nears irrelevance, 

brevity is the joy, 
the Roman candle thrust, burst,—Ahhh!—and darkness. As a too-

all, some of the greatest, most resonant, most thought-provoking 

in one form be innately more (or less) interesting than a few words 
arranged in another? Few people tire of reading good, brief lyrics in 
succession; why should they tire of reading successive short-short 

form itself

Chopin’s Flash Fiction: Individual Examples
Chopin, of course, wrote some less-than-fully-impressive, short-
short tales. Here, however, I want to concentrate on the varied 
successes she achieved in some of her briefest works. “Ripe 
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precisely because it is brief. However, unlike other stories such as 

re-reading.
Precisely because this story is so short, perhaps it is worth 

reprinting in full:

to visit her cousins down on the Bayou-Boeuf where the sugar cane 

but that is the way Maman-Nainaine was.
 It seemed to Babette a very long time to wait; for the leaves upon 

marbles.
 But warm rains came along and plenty of strong sunshine, and 
though Maman-Nainaine was as patient as the statue of la Madone, 

knew it was hot summer-time. Every day Babette danced out to where 

beneath them, carefully peering between the gnarled, spreading 

whole day long.

the following morning, her muslin cap standing like an aureole 
about her white, placid face, Babette approached. She bore a dainty 
porcelain platter, which she set down before her godmother. It 

leaves.
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