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1. INTRODUCTION 

“Alice Munro’s Nobel win shows the short story is 
in rude health.”1 

In the 1960s and 70s, the short story became what Wayne Grady has called “Canada’s 
healthiest and most versatile literary genre.”2 In the 1980s, Michelle Gadpaille still 
saw the short story as an “exceptionally strong genre of Canadian literature”3, a view 
which was also held and extended by Helmut Bonheim, who regards the short story as 
the “most active ambassador of Canadian literature abroad.”4 A similarly emphatic 
statement concerning the importance of the short story for CanLit came from Aritha 
van Herk in the late 1990s, when she said that “[s]hort stories can truly call themselves 
the heartbeat of Canadian literature, in so far as they collapse the erratic, the elemental, 
and the reluctant into a version of multiplicitous and wildly contaminatory fiction.”5 
The agreement about the prominent position of the short story in Canada, which is 
shared by critics within as well as outside Canada, also continues in the new millen-
nium. In her introduction to The Canadian Short Story, a collection of essays on repre-
sentative Canadian short stories, Reingard Nischik argues that “[t]he short story is to-
day generally considered to be a particularly vital genre, if not the flagship genre of 
Canadian literature.”6 William H. New comes to a similar conclusion in his survey of 
the short story from the 1960s to the present for the Cambridge History of Canadian 
Literature (2009): 

In 1965, recognizing that publishers had released relatively few short story collections 
during the previous decade, the Literary History of Canada predicted that the genre was 
dying. Instead, short fiction thrived, copious and flexible. By the first decade of the 

                                                 
1  Louise Doughty (2013). “Alice Munro’s Nobel win shows the short story is in rude 

health”. Telegraph (11 October). www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/books/booknews/1037    
2169/Alice-Munros-Nobel-win-shows-the-short-story-is-in-rude-health.html#disqus_ 
thread. Accessed 12 October 2013.  

2  Wayne Grady (1980). “Preface”. In: W. G., ed. The Penguin Book of Canadian Short 
Stories. Harmondsworth: Penguin. vi. 

3  Michelle Gadpaille (1988). The Canadian Short Story. Toronto: Oxford University Press. 
vii. 

4  Helmut Bonheim (1980-81). “Topoi of the Canadian Short Story”. Dalhousie Review 60. 
4: 659. Cf. also W. J. Keith (1985), who claims in his literary history that “[s]ome of the 
most notable fiction in Canada is now written in the short story form.” Canadian 
Literature in English. London: Longman. 170. 

5  Aritha van Herk (1999). “Scant Articulations of Time”. University of Toronto Quarterly 
68. 4: 925. 

6  Reingard M. Nischik (2007c). “The Canadian Short Story: Status, Criticism, Historical 
Survey”. In: R. N., ed. The Canadian Short Story. Interpretations. Rochester: Camden 
House. 1. 
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twenty-first century approximately fifty collections were appearing every year, the in-
crease in numbers coinciding with social growth, changes in the means of production, and 
extended critical attention. While markets for the genre remained fragile, short fiction 
nevertheless became more visible and more varied, with publishers seeking further ways 
to attract commercial attention and new writers keen to address readers in a different 
manner and voice.7 

What is also noteworthy and further confirms the vitality of the short story form in 
Canada is the astonishing number of short story anthologies which have appeared over 
the past few decades.8 More recent examples would be The Faber Book of Contem-
porary Canadian Short Stories (1990) edited by Michael Ondaatje, The New Oxford 
Book of Canadian Short Stories in English (1997) edited by Margaret Atwood and 
Robert Weaver, The Penguin Anthology of Stories of Canadian Women (1997), edited 
by Denise Chong and followed in 2006 by The Penguin Book of Contemporary Cana-
dian Women’s Short Stories edited by Lisa Moore, Joan Thomas’s and Heidi Harms’s 
1999 anthology Turn of the Story. Canadian Short Fiction on the Eve of the Millen-
nium and Jane Urquhart’s Penguin Book of Canadian Short Stories (2007). Apart from 
these more general anthologies, numerous collections have appeared which focus on 
specific regions, ethno-cultural backgrounds, gender and questions of individual iden-
tity, including sexual identity. Another indicator of the special position of the short 
story in Canada can be seen in the relatively large number of authors who have made 
short fiction their major genre, as illustrated by the oeuvre of writers such as Mavis 
Gallant (1922-2014), Norman Levine (1923-2005), William D. Valgardson and, of 
course, Alice Munro, the 2013 winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature. That the first 
Canadian writer to win this most prestigious literary award9 is a writer who has de-
voted herself exclusively to the short story must indeed be seen as an indicator that this 
form “is now having an undisputable renaissance.”10 It moreover confirms the obser-
vations of so many critics (including myself) that the short story indeed holds a promi-
nent position in Canada and that many of the foremost practitioners of the short story 
are women.  

In the face of this ongoing and increasing significance of short fiction in Canada, 
the present study offers a cross-section of recent developments of this genre along nar-
ratological and thematic lines. By tracing narrative modes of mediation, recurring 

                                                 
7  William H. New (2009). “The Short Story”. In: Coral Ann Howells and Eva-Marie Kröl-

ler, eds. The Cambridge History of Canadian Literature. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press. 381. New refers to Carl F. Klinck’s (1965). Literary History of Canada: Cana-
dian Literature in English. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 704-706. 

8  As Reingard M. Nischik observes, “anthologies of Canadian short stories have appeared 
at an unusual rate even by international standards, which testifies to the prominent 
position of the short story on the Canadian literary scene.” Nischik 2007c. 19. 

9  Saul Bellow, who received the Nobel Prize in 1976, was born in Canada but is largely 
considered a US-American author as he left Canada at the age of nine.  

10  Doughty 2013.  




