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50 great American short stories offer a rich tapestry of themes, styles, and voices that
reflect the diverse culture and experiences of the United States. From the haunting tales
of Edgar Allan Poe to the poignant narratives of contemporary authors, these stories
encapsulate the complexities of American life. This article will explore a selection of 50
remarkable American short stories, highlighting their significance, themes, and the
authors who crafted them.

Understanding the Short Story Genre

Before diving into the list of short stories, it's essential to understand what makes a short
story unique. The short story is a brief fictional narrative that typically focuses on a
specific theme or idea. Unlike novels, which can span hundreds of pages and multiple plot
lines, short stories aim for brevity and impact, often leaving a lasting impression on the
reader.

Characteristics of Great Short Stories

- Conciseness: Short stories are typically under 10,000 words, requiring authors to convey



their message succinctly.

- Focused Themes: A single theme or idea is usually central to a short story, allowing for
deep exploration in a limited space.

- Character Development: Despite their brevity, great short stories often feature well-
developed characters whose journeys resonate with readers.

- Impactful Endings: Many short stories leave readers with thought-provoking conclusions
or twists that linger long after the final sentence.

50 Great American Short Stories

Here's a curated list of 50 great American short stories that every literature lover should
read. This selection includes classics and modern works, showcasing the evolution of the
short story in America.

1. "The Lottery" by Shirley Jackson

A chilling tale about tradition and conformity, "The Lottery" explores the dark side of
human nature.

2. "A Good Man is Hard to Find" by Flannery O'Connor

This story delves into themes of morality and redemption through a family's ill-fated road
trip.

3. "The Tell-Tale Heart" by Edgar Allan Poe

A psychological thriller that highlights guilt and madness, Poe’s story is a quintessential
example of Gothic literature.

4. "The Yellow Wallpaper" by Charlotte Perkins Gilman

This semi-autobiographical story addresses mental illness and the oppression of women in
the 19th century.

5. "Harrison Bergeron" by Kurt Vonnegut

A dystopian tale that critiques enforced equality and the loss of individuality.

6. "The Gift of the Magi" by O. Henry

A heartwarming story about love and sacrifice, showcasing the true spirit of giving.



7. "The Story of an Hour" by Kate Chopin

Chopin’s exploration of freedom and identity through the lens of marriage is both poignant
and powerful.

8. "The Open Window" by Saki (H.H. Munro)

A clever tale that plays with the themes of deception and storytelling.

9. "A Rose for Emily" by William Faulkner

Faulkner’s Southern Gothic masterpiece examines themes of isolation and the passage of
time.

10. "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" by James Thurber

A humorous yet poignant exploration of daydreams and the mundane nature of life.

11. "The Cask of Amontillado" by Edgar Allan Poe

Another of Poe’s masterpieces, this story of revenge is filled with irony and suspense.

12. "An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge" by Ambrose
Bierce

A Civil War narrative that explores themes of time and perception.

13. "The Necklace" by Guy de Maupassant

This story illustrates the dangers of vanity and the unexpected consequences of pride.

14. "The Swimmer" by John Cheever

A surreal journey that reflects on suburban life and the passage of time.

15. "The Things They Carried" by Tim O'Brien

A powerful meditation on war, memory, and storytelling.

16. "The Veldt" by Ray Bradbury

A science fiction tale that examines the dangers of technology and parental neglect.



17. "Everyday Use" by Alice Walker

A story about heritage and identity, focusing on the complexities of family relationships.

18. "What You Pawn I Will Redeem" by Sherman Alexie

A poignant tale about identity, culture, and redemption set in contemporary America.

19. "Cathedral” by Raymond Carver

A story that explores communication and connection through the eyes of an ordinary man.

20. "To Build a Fire" by Jack London

A gripping tale of survival in the wilderness, highlighting the struggle against nature.

21. "The Most Dangerous Game" by Richard Connell

A suspenseful story that delves into themes of civilization versus savagery.

22. "Girl" by Jamaica Kincaid

A unique narrative that captures the complexities of motherhood and societal
expectations.

23. "The Lady or the Tiger?" by Frank R. Stockton

A classic tale of love and jealousy that leaves readers questioning the nature of choice.

24. "The Paper Menagerie" by Ken Liu

A contemporary story that blends magical realism with themes of culture and family.

25. "The Egg" by Sherwood Anderson

A reflective piece about the struggles of life and the pursuit of dreams.

26. "The Most Dangerous Game" by Richard Connell

An exhilarating story about the hunt for survival, showcasing the primal instincts of
humanity.



27. "The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas" by Ursula
K. Le Guin

A philosophical exploration of happiness and morality in a utopian society.

28. "The Fall of the House of Usher" by Edgar Allan Poe

A haunting tale of decay and madness that exemplifies Gothic literature.

29. "The Overcoat" by Nikolai Gogol

A story that explores themes of poverty and the human condition, despite its Russian
origins, has influenced American literature significantly.

30. "Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?" by
Joyce Carol Oates

A coming-of-age story that delves into the complexities of adolescence and danger.

31. "The Little Black Fish" by Samad Behrangi

An allegorical tale that reflects the themes of freedom and self-discovery.

32. "The New Dress" by Virginia Woolf

A modernist story that captures the inner thoughts and vulnerabilities of its protagonist.

33. "The Bear" by William Faulkner

A narrative that intertwines themes of nature, masculinity, and the passage of time.

34. "The Quiet Man" by Frank O'Connor

A reflective piece on the themes of silence and communication in human relationships.

35. "The Girl Who Raced Mules" by William Faulkner

A story that explores the themes of ambition and societal expectations.

36. "The Magic Barrel" by Bernard Malamud

A touching narrative about love and faith intertwined with a Jewish cultural backdrop.



37. "The Shawl" by Cynthia Ozick

A haunting tale that addresses the horrors of the Holocaust and the complexities of
motherhood.

38. "The Last Leaf" by O. Henry

A touching story about sacrifice and hope, set against the backdrop of illness and despair.

39. "The Grown Son" by Elinor Wylie

A story that examines the relationships between parents and their adult children.

40. "A Rose for Emily" by William Faulkner
A chilling Southern Gothic tale about isolation and the decay of the Old South.

41. "The Moth" by John McPhee

A reflective narrative that explores the beauty of nature and the complexity of life.

42. "The Bread Givers" by Anzia Yezierska

A powerful story about a young woman's struggle for independence in an immigrant
family.

43. "The House on Mango Street" by Sandra Cisneros

A coming-of-age story that addresses themes of identity and culture within a Latino
community.

44. "The End of the Affair" by Graham Greene

A narrative that explores themes of love, faith, and betrayal in a wartime setting.

45. "The Nightingale and the Rose" by Oscar Wilde

A poignant tale about love and sacrifice that transcends cultural boundaries.

46. "The Killers" by Ernest Hemingway

A minimalist story that examines themes of fate and inevitability through the eyes of a
mundane diner.



47. "The Hitchhiker" by Roald Dahl

A darkly humorous tale that challenges the reader's perception

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of '50 Great American Short
Stories' in American literature?

The collection showcases a diverse range of voices and styles, representing the richness of
American literature and highlighting influential authors who have shaped the short story
genre.

Who are some notable authors featured in '50 Great
American Short Stories'?

The anthology includes works by renowned authors such as Edgar Allan Poe, Ernest
Hemingway, Flannery O'Connor, and Raymond Carver, among others.

How does '50 Great American Short Stories' reflect
cultural and social issues?

The stories often explore themes such as identity, race, gender, and class, providing
insights into the societal challenges and cultural dynamics of different time periods in
America.

What are some common themes found in the short
stories included in this anthology?

Common themes include the complexity of human relationships, the search for meaning,
the struggle against societal norms, and the exploration of the American experience.

How can '50 Great American Short Stories' be used in
educational settings?

The anthology serves as an excellent resource for teaching literary analysis, creative
writing, and cultural studies, allowing students to engage with classic and contemporary
narratives.
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