




What Makes a Classic? 
 

 don’t remember how old I was when I first read Frank Stockton’s classic Victorian short story, “The Lady or 
the Tiger?”  I do remember my reaction—shock and outrage!  And I’ll say no more, because, well, if you 
haven’t read it yet, flip ahead to page 26 and enjoy.  Then come back.  I don’t want to risk any spoilers! 

 When I began exploring Victorian magazines, I fondly imagined discovering a host of “forgotten” classic 
stories like this and sharing them with the readers of Victorian Times.  So naturally I was delighted to discover 
that magazines were liberally sprinkled with short stories by Frank Stockton, tales I’d never even heard of.  What 
a treat it was going to be to blow the dust off some of these gems and discover that... that... 
 That “old” does not mean “classic.”  There are many Victorian classics that have stood the test of time, books 
and stories you’ve probably grown up with as well.  And then, there are those that don’t even stand up to the pop 
quiz of time.  And there are thousands more that have been forgotten, mercifully, for a reason. 
 Frank Stockton offers a good example.  To say he was “prolific” is an understatement.  I have yet to find a 
reference that will tell me exactly how many short stories he wrote. However, around the turn of the (last) century, 
Scribner’s issued a collection of novels and stories that numbered 23 volumes! Besides “Tiger,” he seems to have 
been particularly successful as a children’s writer.  But there’s a reason why, in this century, you’d have to hunt 
hard to find “The Collected Short Works of Frank Stockton.” 
 The reason is, frankly (no pun intended), that most of his stories just weren’t very good.  One fine example is 
“The Thing that Glistened,” which can be found at http://fullreads.com/literature/a-thing-that-glistened/.  In this 
tale, a deep-sea diver is hired to recover a diamond bracelet lost by a lady on a steamship.  The steamship captain 
calculates with remarkable precision the spot where the bracelet went overboard, and our hero ventures down to 
try to retrieve it.  He is set upon by a shark that seems to have a liking for bright objects; it swallows his lamp, 
which promptly electrocutes the shark.  Returning to the surface, our hero has the dead shark brought in and cuts it 
open, thinking that if it liked shiny objects, it might have swallowed the bracelet.  What he finds instead is literally 
a message in a bottle.  That message is... a confession from a murderer, who had an attack of conscience in this 
exact same spot on some other ship.  And... the murder that he has written this confession to is... the very murder 
for which the hero’s own brother stands condemned and is sentenced to hang for!  (A brother and a murder, by the 
way, that the reader knew nothing of until this point in the story.)  What luck!  What an amazing series of 
coincidences! (It turns out that the lady never actually dropped her bracelet at all, so she’s happy too.)  Victorians 
did seem to love stories packed with coincidences—the orphan child who proves to be the lost heir, the missing 
will, the lost jewelry found at just the right moment, etc.—but this was a bit over the top! 
 So, again, age alone does not a classic make.  Actually, poor Stockton was well aware of the irony of the 
success of his one great story.  A couple of years later, he wrote a story titled “My Wife’s Deceased Sister,” about 
a writer who had written a wonderful story and then couldn’t sell anything else, because editors and readers 
expected every new story to be of the same caliber.  In this story the narrator switches to a pseudonym—and when 
he finds that he has at last written a story “as good as” the other, he destroys it before it destroys him again. 
 In a letter to a friend, Stockton wrote, “In other words, I found that I had ruined my own market by furnishing 
one story which I could not quite live up to... I wrote ‘His Wife’s Deceased Sister’ in the bitterness of my soul... 
as a protest against the assumption that when a man does his very best he places himself under obligation to do as 
well on every succeeding occasion or starve to death for lack of ability to do so.” 
 In this complaint, however, Stockton is not alone. He stands with unhappy “successes” of our own day, like 
J.K. Rowling, whose public wants nothing but Harry Potter books; or Leonard Nimoy, who desperately wanted to 
be remembered for something other than Spock.  Or, returning to Victorian times, consider Sir Arthur Conan 
Doyle, who came to loathe Sherlock Holmes (and did his best to murder his own creation), because he longed to 
be known as a writer of historical tales but had a public that only wanted “more Holmes.” 
 But Stockton is also not alone in that, like these and many others, he did create a successful work that has 
stood the test of time, and will undoubtedly delight readers for centuries to come.  The sad part of reading most of 
the fiction in Victorian magazines is that many (if not most) writers never managed even that.   
 As an aspiring writer, I just wish I knew which authors were the happier... 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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