Literary Analysis Starter Questions
The following questions are taken from Pickering's Fiction 100 Reader's Guide.

Plot:

-  what is the conflict (or conflicts) on which the plot turns?  Is it external, internal, or some combination of the two?

-  what are the chief episodes or incidents that make up the plot?  Is its development strictly chronological, or is the chronology rearranged in some way?

-  compare the plot's beginning and end.  What essential changes have taken place?

-  is the plot unified?  Do the individual episodes logically relate to one another?

-  is the ending appropriate to and consistent with the rest of the plot?

-  is the plot plausible?  What role, if any, do chance and coincidence play?

Character:

-  who is the protagonist of the work and who (or what) is the antagonist?

-  what is the function of the work's minor characters?  Do they play more of a role than they seem?

-  what methods does the author employ to establish and reveal the characters?

-  are the actions of the characters properly motivated and consistent?

-  are the characters of the work credible?

Setting:

-  how does the author establish setting?  Is it important to the story?  Is it used to reveal, reinforce, or influence character, plot, or theme?

-  is the setting an appropriate one?

Point of View:

-  who is talking to the reader?  Is the point of view consistent, or does it shift?

-  where does the narrator stand in relation to the work?  Where does the reader stand?

-  to what sources of knowledge or information does the POV give the reader access?  What does it conceal from the reader?

-  is the narrator reliable?  Does the first person narrator's personality, character, or intellect affect our ability to interpret the events or the other characters correctly?

-  is the POV effective or appropriate?

-  how would the work be different if told from another POV?

Theme:

-  what is the overall meaning of the story?  Is it stated or implied?

-  what generalization(s) or statement(s) about life or human experience does the work make?

-  what elements of the work contribute most heavily to the formulation of the theme?

-  does the theme emerge organically and naturally, or does the author seem to force the theme upon the work?

-  what is the value or significance of the work's these?  Is it topical or universal in its application?

Symbols and Allegory:

-  what symbols or patterns of symbolism or allegory are present in the story?

-  what aspects of the work (e.g., theme, setting, plot, characterization) does the symbolism or allegory serve to explain, clarify, or reinforce?

-  does the author's use of symbolism or allegory seem contrived or forced in any way, or does it arise naturally out of the interplay of the story's major elements?

Style and Tone:

-  is the author's language concrete or abstract, formal or informal, literal or figurative?  

-  what use does the author make of imagery; figurative devices (simile, metaphor, personification); patterns of rhythm and sound (alliteration, assonance (repeated vowel sounds), consonance (repeated consonants), onomatopoeia (the use of words whose sound suggest the sense, such as buzz); repetition; allusion (references to other works or to myth, history)?

-  are the sentences predominantly long or short; simple, compound, or complex; loose, periodic, or balanced?  Do such patterns mean anything when examined in light of the story's other elements?

-  is the author's tone sympathetic, detached, serious, humorous, ironic?  How is that tone established and revealed?

-  what kind(s) of irony does the author use: verbal irony, irony of situation, dramatic irony?  What purpose(s) does the irony serve?

-  what are the distinctive characteristics of the author's style?  In what ways is the style appropriate to the work's subject and theme?

