Short Narrative

Ever since we can remember, people told stories to amuse themselves and to instruct.  Fables told how animals and men act, or should act, in difficult or ambiguous situations:  “It is better to have a bird in one’s hand than ten in the bush.”  The Bible contains stories of hope, of little David killing the giant Goliath and of Jonah who, after having been swallowed by the whale, sees once more the light of day.  But stories also tell of those who prey on others, as did the student, who duped a poor woman of all her wealth by pretending that he had just returned from paradise. 

The popularity of single stories led to collections that center on folk figures.   Every German child knows Eulenspiegel, the fool or scoundrel, who makes fun of serious and pompous adults and exults in his freedom. Faust, the university professor sold his soul to the devil to acquire knowledge and the power it confers, a life’s story that excited dramatists ever since his biography was published.  

This tradition has continued in modern times.  There is the young man in Keller’s Kleider machen Leute, who fancies himself a count, acts like one, is accepted as one and ultimately, by dint of his imagination and sweetness of character, marries a lovely and rich young woman.  Also Kafka loved short narrative to structure his nightmarish vision of the state of man.  Modern man has lost his moorings.  Gone is his ability to shape his life, knowledge and intellect are of no avail and unselfish love proves to be nothing but an illusion.
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Kafka, Das Urteil

Handouts of fables, poems, and anecdotes

