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THE EXTENDED
FAMILY OF
FICTION:
EXPLORING YOUR
SHORT STORY
RELATIVES

We all know the short
s t o r y .  I t  i s  t h e
compact,  potent  dose
of narrative that can be
read in a single sitting,
delivering  a  complete
e m o t i o n a l  o r
intellectual arc. But like
a n y  r i c h  l i t e r a r y
tradition,  the  short
story does not exist in
isolation. It is part of a
vibrant  family  tree,
surrounded  by  a  host
of  fascinating  short
story relatives. These

kin—some older, some
y o u n g e r ,  s o m e
skinnier,  and  some
m o r e
experimental—share
DNA  with  the  classic
sho r t  s to ry  wh i l e
charting  their  own
unique  territories.
Understanding  these
re lat ives  not  on ly
d e e p e n s  o u r
appreciation  of  the
short  story  form itself
but  also  opens  up  a
wider world of reading
a n d  w r i t i n g
possibilities.  From  the
w h i s p e r - q u i e t
microfiction  to  the
sprawling novella, from
the ancient fable to the
modern lyric essay, the
family of short fiction is
diverse,  dynamic,  and
endlessly rewarding.
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This  article  will  serve
as your guide to these
interconnected  forms.
We  will  explore  the
characteristics  that
define  each  relative,
how  they  differ  from  a
standard  short  story,
and why they matter in
the  broader  literary
ecosystem.  Whether
you  are  a  devoted
reader looking for your
next favorite form or a
wr i te r  seek ing  to
e x p a n d  y o u r
repertoire,  knowing
your  short  story
relatives  is  the  first
step  toward  a  richer
engagement  with  the
art of storytelling.

DEFINING THE
CORE FAMILY: THE
SHORT STORY AND
ITS CLOSEST KIN

Before we explore the
more distant branches,
i t  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o
establish  the  central
figure:  the  short  story

itself.  Traditionally,  a
short story is a work of
fiction that can be read
in one sitting, typically
ranging from 1,000 to
7,500 words. It focuses
on a single incident, a
unified  mood,  or  a
l i m i t e d  s e t  o f
characters,  aiming  for
a  singular  effect.  Its
closest  relatives  are
forms that operate in a
similar range of length
and  complexity  but
w i t h  d i s t i n c t
conventions.

The
Novelette
and the
Novella:
The
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Longer
Siblings
If the short story is the
core,  the  novelette
and  novella  are  its
older,  more  expansive
siblings.  A  novelette
usually  falls  between
7,500  and  17 ,500
words, while a novella
occupies the 17,500 to
40,000-word  range.
These  forms  allow  for
more  complex  plots,
deeper  character
development,  and
mult ip le  subplots
compared  to  a  short
story.  However,  they
still  maintain a tighter
focus than a full-length
novel.
Famous  examples  like
John  Steinbeck's  Of
M i c e  a n d  M e n  ( a
nove l la )  o r  Henry
James's The Turn of the
Screw  (a  nove l la )
demonst ra te  how

these  short  story
relatives  offer  a
"Goldilocks"  zone  of
fiction—long enough to
build a world, but short
enough  to  susta in
intense  narrat ive
pressure.  For  writers,
t h e  n o v e l l a  i s  a n
excel lent  training
ground for pacing and
structure  without  the
daunting  commitment
of a novel. For readers,
it  provides  a  deeply
immersive  experience
tha t  can  o f ten  be
c o m p l e t e d  i n  a n
evening  or  two.

The
Linked
Story
Collection
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: A Family
of Stories
Another  important
relative  is  the  linked
story  collection  or
composite  novel .
This  form  consists  of
individual short stories
t h a t ,  w h e n  r e a d
together,  create  a
larger,  unified
narrative.  Each  story
stands on its own, but
characters, settings, or
themes  connect  them
in a web of interlocking
meaning.  Think  of
works  like  Sherwood
Anderson's  Winesburg,
Ohio or Jhumpa Lahiri's
Unaccustomed Earth.
This  structure  is  a
fascinating  hybrid.  It
honors  the  autonomy
of the short story while
a l l o w i n g  f o r  t h e
cumulative depth of  a
novel.  It  is  a  beloved
fo rm  among  bo th

writers  and  readers
because  it  offers  the
s a t i s f a c t i o n  o f  a
complete story in each
chapter, combined with
the  broader  arc  of  a
novel. Exploring linked
c o l l e c t i o n s  i s  a
wonderful  way  to  see
h o w  shor t  s to ry
relatives  can  coexist
and  interact  within  a
single volume.

THE MINIMALIST
BRANCH: FLASH
FICTION AND
MICROFICTION

On the other end of the
spectrum  from  the
n o v e l l a  l i e s  t h e
minimalist  branch  of
the  fami ly—forms
defined  by  extreme
brevity.  These are the
younger,  more  agile
short story relatives
that challenge the very
definition  of  what  a
story  can  be.
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Flash
Fiction:
Brevity
with a
Punch
Flash  fiction  typically
refers to stories under
1,000  words,  often
settling into a range of
300 to 750 words. The
defining  characteristic
h e r e  i s  n o t  j u s t
s h o r t n e s s  b u t
compression.  Every
word  must  earn  its
place. There is no room
fo r  expos i t i on  o r
digression.  The  story
must  begin  in  medias
res  (in  the  middle  of
things)  and  leave  a
powerful  impression
with  minimal  tools.
Flash  fiction  is  the  art
of the implied. A good

flash  story  feels  like  a
sliver of a much larger
iceberg—what  is  left
unsaid is as important
as what is written. For
writers, mastering flash
fiction  is  an  incredible
exercise  in  discipline,
forcing  choices  about
point  of  view,  diction,
and  imagery .  Fo r
readers,  it  offers  a
quick,  potent  literary
h i t  tha t  can  be  as
satisfying  as  a  much
longer work. It is one of
the  mos t  popu la r
modern  short  story
relatives,  thriving  in
online  journals,  social
media,  and  writing
competitions.

Microficti
on and
the Six-



6

6 Short Story Relatives 2024-04-04

Word
Story:
The
Extreme

Relatives
If  flash  fiction  is
concise,  microfiction
(also  called  sudden
fiction  or  short-short
stories)  takes  brevity
even  further,  usually
under 300 words. And
then there is the most
extreme relative of all:
the  six-word  story.
Famously attributed to
Ernest  Hemingway
("For sale: baby shoes,
never  worn."),  this
form  demonstrates
t h a t  a  c o m p l e t e
narrative  arc—with  a
setup,  conflict,  and
resolution—can  be
contained  in  half  a

dozen  words.
Microfiction  and  six-
word  stories  are  the
u l t i m a t e  t e s t  o f
narrative  efficiency.
They  rely  heavily  on
implication,  irony,  and
the  reader's  ability  to
fill  in  the  gaps.  These
short story relatives
are  not  for  everyone,
but  they  represent  a
fascinating  literary
experiment:  how  little
can we say and still tell
a  s to ry?  They  a re
perfect  for  the  digital
age,  where  attention
spans  are  short,  and
t h e  a p p e t i t e  f o r
shareable,  thought-
provoking  content  is
high.

THE ANCIENT AND
ORAL RELATIVES:
FABLES,
PARABLES, AND
FOLKTALES

L o n g  b e f o r e  t h e
modern short story was
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codified in the pages of
1 9 t h - c e n t u r y
m a g a z i n e s ,  i t s
ancestors  were  being
told  around  campfires
and  in  marketplaces.
These  ancient  short
story  relatives—the
fable,  the  parable,
the  folktale,  and  the
fairy  tale—are  the
foundational DNA of all
short fiction.

Fables
and
Parables:
Stories
with a
Purpose
A  fable  is  a  short ,
s imp le  s to ry  tha t
c o n v e y s  a  m o r a l
lesson,  often featuring

anthropomorphized
animals. Aesop's fables
like "The Tortoise and
the  Hare"  are  classic
examples.  A  parable,
on the other hand, is a
secular  or  religious
story used to illustrate
a  moral  or  spiritual
truth,  often  through
analogy.  The  parables
of  Jesus  in  the  New
Testament are some of
t h e  m o s t  f a m o u s
examples.
B o t h  f o r m s  a r e
a n c e s t o r s  o f  t h e
modern  short  story,
and  their  influence
p e r s i s t s .  M a n y
contemporary  short
stories,  even  without
overt  morals,  still  rely
on the same structure
of  a  simple,  focused
narrative  that  points
t o w a r d  a  l a r g e r
m e a n i n g .
Understanding  fables
and parables helps us
see  the  didactic  roots
of  some  short  story
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r e l a t i v e s  a n d
appreciate  how  the
fo rm  has  evo lved
t o w a r d  m o r e
a m b i g u o u s  a n d
complex  ends.

Folktales
and Fairy
Tales:
The
Cultural
Relatives
Folktales  and  fairy
tales  are  stories  of
unknown origin, passed
down  through  oral
tradition.  They  often
i n v o l v e  m a g i c a l
e l e m e n t s ,  s t o c k
characters  (the  hero,
t h e  v i l l a i n ,  t h e
princess),  and  clear
narrative patterns (the

q u e s t ,  t h e
transformation,  the
happi ly-ever-after) .
Col lectors  l ike  the
Brothers  Grimm  and
C h a r l e s  P e r r a u l t
preserved these  tales,
and  they  have  since
become a cornerstone
of Western literature.
These  short  story
relatives  continue  to
inspire  contemporary
writers.  Authors  like
Angela  Carter,  Kelly
Link,  and Neil  Gaiman
have  reimagined  fairy
t a l e s  f o r  m o d e r n
audiences,  infusing
them with dark humor,
psychological  depth,
a n d  f e m i n i s t
perspect ives.  The
fo lkta le 's  s imple ,
archetypal  structures
provide  a  powerful
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
storytellers  who  want
to  tap  into  universal
themes.  They  remind
us that the short story
is, at its heart, a form
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roo ted  in  anc ient
human  practices  of
sharing  and  making
meaning.

THE HYBRID AND
MODERN
RELATIVES: PROSE
POETRY AND THE
LYRIC ESSAY

Not  all  short  story
relatives  are  strictly
fiction.  Some  forms
blur the lines between
genres, creating hybrid
works  that  challenge
our  expectations.  Two
of the most important
modern  relatives  are
the  prose poem  and
the lyric essay.

The Prose
Poem:
Poetry's

Storytelli
ng Cousin
A  prose  poem  is  a
piece  of  writing  that
uses  the  devices  of
p o e t r y  ( r h y t h m ,
imagery,  metaphor,
compression)  but  is
written  in  paragraphs
like prose, not in verse
lines.  It  often  has  a
narrative  or  anecdotal
quality, but its primary
a l l e g i a n c e  i s  t o
language  and  mood
rather than plot. Think
of the works of Charles
Baudelaire,  Gertrude
S te in ,  o r  C l aud ia
Rankine.
The  prose  poem  is  a
close  cousin  of  flash
fiction.  The  line
between  the  two  can
be very thin. Generally,
a  p r o s e  p o e m
pr ior i t izes  lyr ica l
intensity  and  sonic
texture,  while  flash
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fiction  prioritizes
nar rat ive  arc  and
character.  However,
many  works  inhabit  a
beautiful gray area. For
readers  who  enjoy
l a n g u a g e - d r i v e n
fiction, the prose poem
i s  a  n a t u r a l  a n d
rewarding short story
relative to explore.

The Lyric
Essay:
Personal
Narrative
Meets
Reflection
The  lyric  essay  is  a
f o r m  o f  c r e a t i v e
nonfiction  that
combines  personal
n a r r a t i v e  w i t h
meditation,  research,

and poetic language. It
is essayistic in its focus
on  a  central  question
or idea, but lyrical in its
attention  to  language
and  form.  Unl ike  a
traditional  personal
essay,  which  often
f o l l o w s  a  l i n e a r
narrative,  the  lyric
essay  is  associative,
f r a g m e n t e d ,  a n d
meandering.
T h i s  f o r m  i s  a
fascinating  relative
because  it  shares  the
short  story's  concern
with  a  single,  intense
focus  and  a  strong
voice.  However,  it  is
rooted  in  truth  rather
than  invention.  Works
like  Annie  Dillard's
"The Death of a Moth"
or Jo Ann Beard's "The
Fourth State of Matter"
demonstrate  how  the
lyric essay can achieve
the  same  emotional
power as a great short
story.  For  writers  who
want  to  explore  real-
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life  experiences  with the  tools  of  fiction


