
the o henry prize stories
the o henry prize stories have long been celebrated as a pinnacle of short story
excellence, showcasing masterful storytelling combined with compelling narrative twists.
These stories, named after the famed American writer O. Henry, are renowned for their
surprise endings, vivid characterizations, and insightful reflections on human nature. The O.
Henry Prize Stories anthology is an annual collection that highlights the best short fiction
published in American and Canadian magazines, awarded to emerging and established
authors alike. This article explores the history, significance, and impact of the O. Henry
Prize Stories, as well as the criteria and process behind their selection. Readers will gain a
comprehensive understanding of why these stories hold a prestigious place in literary
circles and how they continue to influence contemporary short fiction. The following
sections will detail the origins of the prize, notable winners, the editorial process, and the
cultural importance of the O. Henry Prize Stories in modern literature.
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Impact on American and Canadian Literature
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History and Origins of the O. Henry Prize Stories
The O. Henry Prize Stories were established in 1919 to honor the legacy of William Sydney
Porter, better known by his pen name, O. Henry. O. Henry was a prolific American short
story writer famous for his wit, wordplay, and surprise endings. The prize was created to
recognize outstanding short fiction and to encourage writers to continue innovating within
this literary form. Over the decades, the O. Henry Prize Stories anthology has become an
annual tradition, celebrating the best short stories published in English-language magazines
across the United States and Canada. The prize not only commemorates O. Henry’s
storytelling style but also promotes the short story as a vital and evolving genre.

The Founding of the Prize
The O. Henry Prize was founded by the editor and publisher of the magazine Story, who
sought to create a prestigious award that highlighted the finest short stories published each
year. The prize was named after O. Henry due to his profound influence on American short
fiction, particularly his mastery in crafting unexpected endings. Since its inception, the prize
has been managed by various editors and institutions, with the prize anthology continuing
to be a benchmark for quality in short story writing.



Evolution Over the Years
While the original intent of the prize was to celebrate traditional short story techniques, the
anthology has evolved to include diverse voices and experimental narratives that reflect
contemporary issues and literary trends. Editors have adapted the prize’s scope to embrace
a broader range of themes, styles, and cultural perspectives, thereby maintaining its
relevance and prestige in the literary world.

Selection Process and Editorial Standards
The O. Henry Prize Stories are selected through a rigorous editorial process that ensures
only the most exceptional short fiction is included in the annual anthology. Stories are
chosen from a wide array of literary magazines, with submissions carefully reviewed by a
panel of judges and editors who are experts in the field of literature. This process
emphasizes literary merit, originality, and narrative impact, ensuring that the prize
maintains its high standards year after year.

Submission and Eligibility
Short stories considered for the O. Henry Prize must have been published in a recognized
literary magazine during the previous year. Both American and Canadian authors are
eligible, and the stories must typically be written in English. The editors actively seek out a
diverse range of voices, encouraging submissions from emerging writers as well as
established authors.

Judging Criteria
The primary criteria for selection include narrative quality, character development,
thematic depth, and stylistic innovation. Judges look for stories that not only entertain but
also provoke thought and resonate emotionally with readers. The hallmark surprise ending
or twist, reminiscent of O. Henry’s own style, is often a valued element but not a strict
requirement.

Notable O. Henry Prize Stories and Authors
Throughout its history, the O. Henry Prize Stories anthology has featured many remarkable
authors whose works have left a lasting imprint on the literary landscape. These stories
often serve as career milestones for writers, boosting their visibility and reputation in the
literary community. The anthology has included early works by now-celebrated authors, as
well as contributions from established literary figures.

Renowned Recipients
Several prominent authors have been recognized by the O. Henry Prize, including:



Jhumpa Lahiri

George Saunders

Ann Beattie

Joyce Carol Oates

Elizabeth Strout

These writers exemplify the diversity and quality that the prize seeks to showcase, often
exploring complex themes through nuanced storytelling.

Memorable Stories
Some O. Henry Prize Stories have become classics in their own right, celebrated for their
craftsmanship and emotional depth. Stories often explore themes such as human
connection, irony, fate, and the unexpected twists of life, echoing the spirit of O. Henry’s
original works while offering fresh perspectives.

Impact on American and Canadian Literature
The O. Henry Prize Stories have played a significant role in shaping the short story form in
North America. By highlighting the best contemporary short fiction annually, the prize
encourages writers to push creative boundaries and experiment with narrative form and
content. It also helps to preserve the short story as a vital literary tradition.

Promotion of Emerging Writers
One of the key impacts of the O. Henry Prize is its support for new voices in literature. By
recognizing emerging authors, the prize provides them with critical exposure and
validation, often leading to increased publication opportunities and readership. This
nurturing of talent is essential for the continued evolution of the short story genre.

Influence on Literary Trends
The O. Henry Prize Stories anthology reflects and sometimes anticipates shifts in literary
trends, including the rise of multicultural narratives, experimental storytelling, and
engagement with social and political themes. As such, it serves as a barometer for the
health and direction of short fiction in the United States and Canada.



Characteristics of the O. Henry Prize Stories
The stories selected for the O. Henry Prize are distinguished by several defining
characteristics that contribute to their enduring appeal and literary significance. These
elements align with the tradition initiated by O. Henry himself, while also adapting to
contemporary sensibilities.

Mastery of Narrative Twist
A signature feature of many prize-winning stories is the unexpected twist ending, which
recontextualizes the narrative and offers a fresh perspective on the characters and events.
This element surprises readers while often providing deeper insight into human nature and
societal norms.

Rich Characterization and Emotional Depth
O. Henry Prize Stories excel in creating complex, believable characters whose motivations
and conflicts engage readers on an emotional level. The stories frequently explore universal
themes such as love, loss, hope, and irony, making them relatable and thought-provoking.

Diverse Themes and Styles
While maintaining high literary standards, the anthology embraces a wide range of themes
and narrative styles. From minimalist prose to lyrical storytelling, from realism to magical
realism, the O. Henry Prize Stories showcase the versatility and richness of the short story
form.

Key Elements Found in O. Henry Prize Stories

Concise and impactful storytelling

Strong narrative voice and style

Well-developed plot with meaningful conflict

Emphasis on human experience and empathy

Innovative use of language and structure



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the O. Henry Prize Stories?
The O. Henry Prize Stories are annual collections of short stories that have been recognized
for their exceptional quality and storytelling, named after the American short story writer O.
Henry.

Who selects the stories for the O. Henry Prize Stories
collection?
Each year, a guest editor, typically a distinguished writer or literary figure, selects the
winning stories from submissions and publications in various literary magazines.

When was the first O. Henry Prize Stories collection
published?
The first O. Henry Prize Stories collection was published in 1919, making it one of the
longest-running short story awards in the United States.

What criteria are used to judge the O. Henry Prize
Stories?
Stories are judged based on literary merit, originality, narrative skill, and emotional impact,
highlighting the best short fiction published in North America each year.

How can a writer submit their work for consideration in
the O. Henry Prize Stories?
Writers cannot submit directly; instead, their stories must be published in eligible literary
magazines, from which the guest editor selects the finalists and winners.

Are the O. Henry Prize Stories limited to any specific
genre or style?
No, the O. Henry Prize Stories include a variety of genres and styles, as long as the stories
demonstrate outstanding literary quality and storytelling.

Can international authors be featured in the O. Henry
Prize Stories?
Yes, while the prize predominantly features North American publications, international
authors published in eligible magazines can be considered.



How has the O. Henry Prize Stories influenced
contemporary short fiction?
The prize has helped spotlight emerging and established writers, shaping short fiction
trends by promoting innovative and diverse storytelling.

Where can readers find the O. Henry Prize Stories
collections?
The collections are available in bookstores, libraries, and online platforms in both print and
digital formats, often published annually by Anchor Books or other publishers.

Who was O. Henry, and why is the prize named after
him?
O. Henry was an American short story writer known for his wit, wordplay, and surprise
endings; the prize honors his legacy by recognizing outstanding short fiction.

Additional Resources
1. The Collected O. Henry Stories
This anthology gathers many of O. Henry’s most beloved short stories, showcasing his
signature twist endings and keen observations of everyday life. The collection includes
classics like "The Gift of the Magi" and "The Last Leaf." It is an essential read for anyone
interested in early 20th-century American literature and the art of the short story.

2. Twist Endings: Stories Inspired by O. Henry
A modern compilation of short stories written by various contemporary authors, all inspired
by the narrative style and surprise endings characteristic of O. Henry. Each tale explores
themes of irony, fate, and human nature, paying homage to the master of the unexpected.
This book is perfect for readers who enjoy clever storytelling with a punch.

3. American Short Stories: The O. Henry Prize Stories
An annual anthology that collects the best short fiction from American and international
writers, selected by the O. Henry Prize. This volume offers a diverse range of voices and
styles, reflecting the evolving landscape of the short story tradition. It serves as a
testament to the enduring influence of O. Henry on contemporary storytelling.

4. O. Henry’s Texas: Stories from the Lone Star State
This book explores the regional roots of O. Henry’s narratives, focusing on stories set in or
inspired by Texas, where the author spent part of his life. It provides historical context and
insights into how the Texan landscape and culture shaped his work. Readers gain a deeper
understanding of O. Henry’s connection to his environment and its impact on his
storytelling.

5. The Art of the Short Story: From O. Henry to Contemporary Masters
A comprehensive guide and anthology that traces the development of the short story form
through the works of O. Henry and other influential writers. It includes critical essays, story



analyses, and a selection of exemplary tales that highlight stylistic and thematic
innovations. This book is ideal for students and enthusiasts looking to study short fiction in
depth.

6. Irony and Surprise: The Legacy of O. Henry
This literary analysis delves into the narrative techniques that made O. Henry’s stories
memorable, especially his use of irony and surprise endings. The author examines various
stories to uncover the mechanics behind the twists and their emotional impact on readers.
It’s an insightful read for those interested in the craft of storytelling.

7. Short Stories for Gifted Readers: Inspired by O. Henry
A collection designed for young and advanced readers, this book features stories that
emulate O. Henry’s style of concise, impactful narratives with unexpected conclusions. It
encourages critical thinking and appreciation for literary devices through engaging plots
and relatable characters. Perfect for educators and students seeking challenging yet
accessible literature.

8. Classic American Short Stories: The O. Henry Prize Collection
This volume curates a selection of prize-winning short stories that capture the spirit of
American life, much like O. Henry’s original works. The anthology highlights themes such as
love, hardship, and humor, showcasing the diversity of American storytelling traditions. It
offers readers a rich experience of the short story’s power and variety.

9. The Gift of the Magi and Other Stories by O. Henry
A focused collection featuring some of O. Henry’s most famous and enduring stories,
including the titular "The Gift of the Magi." The book emphasizes the author’s ability to
depict human generosity, sacrifice, and irony with warmth and wit. It remains a timeless
introduction to O. Henry’s literary genius.
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