Basic Literary Terms

Though we will discover many different forms of fiction, most fiction shares certain structural elements. As we begin reading and discussing the stories and novels on our syllabus, it will be useful for us to begin using the vocabulary that describes these elements. As you respond to the works we read whether verbally in our Second Life meetings, or in writing in our Blackboard discussions or in your essays and short response assignments, you will incorporate these terms into your own vocabulary. You can read more about these terms, and find more terms, in the accompanying guide to Fiction 100.

Character -  this refers not only to the individuals who populate a story, but also to their psychological makeup.  In other words, you can refer to a character as having good character, and you mean that they have traits that explain their motivations and actions in a story.  

· A fully developed and psychologically deep character is generally referred to as a round character 

· a character which has no real psychological depth, which is nothing but a stereotype, or which appears seemingly just to deliver a line is referred to as a flat character. 

·  Characters who change somehow in the course of the story care called dynamic.

· But if they remain essentially the same, they are referred to as static.  

· If there is a main character that the author seems to be putting forth for the reader to identify with or even root for, that character is a protagonist.

· But if there is a character meant to create conflict in the story, that character is referred to as the antagonist.  There can be several of each in a given story, but a story can often have no antagonists.

Plot- refers not only to the events of the story -- you could even call it the story of the story -- but also to the way in which those events are ordered, the way the author maps the story to achieve the effect she desires.  

· Equilibrium is the norm of the setting. The norm is disrupted somehow, which creates a reason for a story, a conflict. 

· Another aspect of plot is rising action, events that complicate the plot and create conflict, often between the protagonist and antagonist. 

· Conflict is what drives the plot and the characters. We can break conflict down into some basic categories of A versus B: examples include the individual against society, the individual against another individual, the individual against an institution (government, church, school, military, etc.), the individual against God, and the individual against himself or herself. 

· The conflict eventually reaches a turning point, referred to both as crisis and climax, when the conflict comes to an inevitable point of change.

· Then the story descends into falling action, the events after the climax, as the threads of the plot are tied together,

· until it reaches the resolution, or denouement (French for 'unknotting'). Here the conflict resolves, leading to a new equilibrium, or norm.

Setting has two aspects. The term refers not only to the geographical location of the story (locale),  but also to the time in which a story takes place. That can mean everything from the literal date, or hour or minute, to the social climate that pervades the period.

Narration/point of view: The narrator is the person in whose voice the story is told. Don’t confuse the author with the narrator: the author creates the narrator just as she creates all the characters in the story. We describe narrators by their point of view (you should remember that term from your composition classes):

· 1st person POV:  use of the pronoun “I”; the narrator is a character in the story. 

· 2nd person: use of the pronoun “you”; the narrator directly addresses the audience. Think about reading a diary, or a letter.

· 3rd person: the narrator is outside the story. He or she may be all-knowing (omniscient) or limited, seeing into the thoughts of only a few main characters.

Theme - refers to the underlying meaning or meanings of the story -- and be careful with this one, because while there may be a right answer to all the other elements in a story, any ideas on the theme of a story can be validated if they are backed up by textual evidence, or evidence from outside the story.  What the author considers the theme may not always be the only right answer. Authors may use any number of devices to say what they want to say without saying it directly.  

Symbolism is one such device. Symbolism means using words, objects, actions, or characters to stand in for something larger.  Sometimes an author may use a metaphor in which two unlike objects are compared -- if a comparison is made using the terms “like” or “as,” that same comparison is then a simile. 

Irony/ambiguity:  an incongruity between our expectations and what is presented, between what a speaker says and what is understood, between what occurs and what was expected to occur.

•Verbal - contrast between what is said and what is meant 

•Situational - contrast between what happens and what was expected 

•Dramatic - contrast between what the character thinks to be true and what we, the audience, know to be true

Mood is the feeling which pervades a short story.

Tone is the feeling which we believe the author has taken towards us or towards his subject.

Allegory: allegory is a form of extended metaphor, in which objects, persons, and actions in a narrative, are equated with the meanings that lie outside the narrative itself. The underlying meaning has moral, social, religious, or political significance, and characters are often personifications of abstract ideas as charity, greed, or envy. An allegory has both a literal meaning and a symbolic meaning. 

Fable:  a story that features animals, plants, inanimate objects, or forces of nature which are anthropomorphized (given human qualities), and that illustrates a moral lesson (a "moral"), which may at the end be expressed explicitly in a pithy maxim.

Allusion: a brief reference to a person, event, or place, real or fictitious, or to a work of art. Casual reference to a famous historical or literary figure or event. An allusion may be drawn from history, geography, literature, or religion.

Flashback is action that interrupts to show an event that happened at an earlier time which is necessary to better understanding.

Foreshadowing is the use of hints or clues to suggest what will happen later in literature.

Genre: a French word meaning “kind” or “type”; a category

In medias res: starting in the middle   

