
 

   

American Short Stories  

Frank R. Stockton was born in 1834. His most famous stories 
are in the form of fairy tales, ghost stories, or romances. But in 
all of them his humor has an edge like a knife. When "The 
Lady, or the Tiger?" was published in Century Magazine in 
1882, it caused excitement all over the country. Hundreds of 
people wrote letters to the magazine or to their newspapers 
about it. Many letters demanded an answer to the question 
that the story asks. Others asked if the story was really about 
government, or psychology, or the battle of the sexes, or 
something else. Wisely, Stockton never answered any of the 
letters. The story remains as fresh today as it was then. Frank 
Stockton died in 1902. 
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1 A long, long time ago, there was a 
semi-barbaric king. I call him semi-
barbaric because the modern world, with 
its modern ideas, had softened his 
barbarism a little. But still, his ideas were 
large, wild, and free. He had a wonderful 
imagination. Since he was also a king of 
the greatest powers, he easily turned the 
dreams of his imagination into facts. He 
greatly enjoyed talking to himself about 
ideas. And, when he and himself agreed 
upon a thing, the thing was done. He 
was a very pleasant man when 
everything in his world moved 
smoothly. And when something went 
wrong, he became even more pleasant. 
Nothing, you see, pleased him more than 
making wrong things right. 
 
2 One of this semi-barbaric king’s 
modern ideas was the idea of a large 
arena. In this arena, his people could 
watch both men animals in acts of 
bravery. 
 
3 But even this modern idea was touched 
by the king’s wild imagination. In this 
arena, the people saw more than soldiers 
fighting soldiers, or men fighting 
animals. They enjoyed more than the 
sight of blood. In the king’s arena, the 
people saw the laws of the country at 
work. They saw good men lifted up and 
men pushed down. Most important, they 
were able to watch the working of the 
first law of Chance. 
 
4 Here is what happened when a man 
was accused of a crime. If the king was 
interested in the crime, then the people 
were told to come to the arena. They 
came together an sat there, thousands of 
them. The king sat high up in his king’s 
chair. When he gave a sign, a door below 
him opened. The accused man stepped 

out into the arena. Across from him, on 
the other side of the arena, were two 
other doors. They were close together 
and they looked the same. The accused 
man would walk straight to these doors 
and open one of them. He could choose 
either one of the doors. He was forced by 
nothing and led by no one. Only Chance 
helped him-or didn’t help him. 
 
5 Behind one of the doors was tiger. It 
was the wildest, biggest, hungriest tiger 
that could be found. Of course, it quickly 
jumped on the man. The man quickly or 
not so quickly died. After he died, sad 
bells rang, women cried, and the 
thousand of people walked home slowly. 
 
6 But, if he accused man opened the 
other door, a lady would step out. She 
was the finest and most beautiful lady 
that could be found. At that moment, 
there in the arena, she would be married 
to the man. It didn’t matter if he was in 
love with another woman. The king did 
not let little things like that get in front of 
the king. There was music and dancing. 
Then happy bells rang, women cried and 
the thousands of people walked home 
singing. 
 
7 This was the way the law worked in 
the king’s semi-barbaric country. Its 
fairness is clear. The criminal could not 
know which door the lady was behind. 
He opened either door as he wanted. At 
the moment he opened the door, he did 
not know if he was going to be eaten or 
married. 
 
8 The people of the country thought the 
law was a good one. they went to the 
arena with great interest. They never 
knew if they would see a bloody killing 
or a lovely marriage. This uncertainty 
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gave the day its fine and unusual taste. 
And they liked the fairness of the law. 
Wasn’t it true that the accused man held 
his life in his own hands? 
 
9 This semi-barbaric king had a 
daughter. The princess was as beautiful 
as any flower in the king’s imagination. 
She had a mind as wild and free as the 
king’s. She had a heart like a volcano. 
The king loved her deeply, watched her 
closely, and was very jealous of her. But 
he could not always watch her. And in 
this castle lived a young man. This 
young man was a worker. He was brave 
and handsome, and the princess loved 
him, and was jealous of him. Because of 
the girl’s semi-barbarism, her love was 
hot and strong. Of course, the young 
man quickly returned it. The lovers were 
happy together form an quickly 
returned it. But one day the king 
discovered their love. Of course he did 
not lose a minute. He threw the young 
man into prison and named a day for his 
appearance in the arena. 
 
10 There had never been a day as 
important as that one. The country was 
searched for the strongest, biggest, most 
dangerous tiger. With equal care, the 
country was searched for the finest and 
most beautiful young woman. There 
was no question, of course, that the 
young man had loved the princess. He 
knew it, she knew it, the king knew it, 
and everybody else knew it, too. But the 
king didn’t let this stand in the way of 
his excellent law. Also, the king knew 
that young man would now disappear 
from the other beautiful lady. Or he 
would disappear into the hungry tiger. 
The only question was, “Which?” 
 
11 And so the day arrived. Thousands 
and thousands of people came to the 
arena. The king was in his place, across 
from those doors that seemed alike but 
were truly very different. 

12 All was ready. The sign was given. 
The door below the king opened, and 
the lover of the princess walked into the 
arena. Tall, handsome, fair, he seemed 
like a prince. The people had not known 
that such a fine young man had lived 
among them. Was it any wonder that the 
princess had loved him? 
 
13 The young man came forward into 
the arena, and then turned toward the 
king’s chair. But his eyes were not on the 
king. They were on the princess, who sat 
to her father’s right. They were on the 
princess, who sat to her father’s right. 
Perhaps it was wrong for the young lady 
to be there. But remember that she was 
still semi-barbaric. Her wild heart would 
not let her be away from her lover on 
this day. More important, she now knew 
the secret of the doors. Over the past few 
days, she had used all of her power in 
the castle, and much of her gold. She 
had discovered which door hid the tiger, 
and which door hid the lady. 
 
14 She knew more than this. She knew 
the lady. It was one of the fairest and 
loveliest ladies in the castle. In fact, this 
lady was more than fair and lovely. She 
was thoughtful, kind, loving, full of 
laughter and quick of mind. The 
princess hated her. She had seen, or 
imagined she had seen, the lady looking 
at the young man. She thought these 
looks had been noticed and even 
returned. Once or twice she had seen 
them talking together. Perhaps they had 
talked for only a moment. Perhaps they 
had talked of nothing important. But 
know could the princess be sure of that? 
The other girl was lovely and kind, yes. 
But she had lifted her eyes to the lover of 
the princess. And so, in her semi-
barbaric heart, the princess was jealous, 
and hated her.   
15 Now, in the arena, her lover turned 
and looked at her. His eyes met hers, 
and he saw at once that she knew the 
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secret of the doors. He had been sure that 
she would know it. He understood her 
heart. He had known that she would try 
to learn this thing which no one else 
knew not even the king. He had known 
she would try. And now, as he looked at 
her, he saw that she had succeeded. 
 
16 At that moment, his quick and 
worried look asked the question: 
“Which?” This question in his eyes was 
as clear to the princess as spoken words. 
There was no time to lose. The question 
had been asked in a second. 
 
17 Her right arm rested on the arm of her 
chair. She lifted her hand and made a 
quick movement towards the right. No 
one saw except her lover. Every eye 
except his was on the man in the arena. 
 
18 He turned and walked quickly across 
the empty space. Every heart stopped 
beating. Every breath was held. Every 
eye was fixed upon that man. Without 
stopping for even a second, he went to 
the to the door on the right and opened 
it. 
 
19 Now, the question is this: Did the tiger 
come out of that door, or did the lady? 
 
20 As we think deeply about this 
question, it becomes harder and harder 
to answer. We must know the heart of 
the animal called man. And the hearts is 
difficult to know. Think of it, dear 
reader, and remember that the decision is 
not yours. The decision belongs to that 
hot-blooded, semi-barbaric princess. Her 
heart was at a white heat beneath the 
fires of jealousy and painful sadness. She 
had lost him, but who should have him? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

21 Very often, in her thoughts and in her 
dreams, she had cried out in fear. She 
had imagined her lover as he opened the 
door to the hungry tiger. 
 
22 And even more often she had seen 
him at the other door! She had bitten her 
tongue and pulled her hair. She had 
hated his happiness when opened the 
door to the lady. Her heart burned with 
pain and hatred when she imagined the 
scene: He goes quickly to meet the 
woman. He leads her into the arena. His 
eyes shine with new life. The happy bells 
ring wildly. The two of them are married 
before her eyes. Children run around 
them and throw flowers. There is music, 
and the thousands of people dance in the 
streets. And the princess’s cry of sadness 
is lost in the sound of happiness! 
 
23 Wouldn’t it be better for him to die at 
once? Couldn’t he wait for her in the 
beautiful land of the semi-barbaric 
future? 
 
24 But the tiger, the those cries of pain, 
blood! 
 
25 Her decision had been shown in a 
second. But it had been made after days 
and nights of deep and painful thought. 
She had known she would be asked. She 
had decided what to answer. She had 
moved her moved her hand to the right. 
 
26 The question of her decision is not an 
easy one to think about. Certainly I am 
not the one person who should have to 
answer it. So I leave it with all of you: 
Which came out of the opened door-the 
lady, or the tiger?  




