Objectives

By the end of this class you will be able to explain

the following key terms used in literary analysis

􀂄 structure/plot

􀂄 narrative voice/point of view

􀂄 characterization

􀂄 setting/atmosphere

􀂄 style

􀂄 imagery

Structure/Plot

􀂄 STRUCTURE is the way the story is put together:

how it moves in time, where it begins, where it

ends, and how it gets from beginning to ending

􀂄 PLOT: is more specific; it is the sequence of

events in the story and their relation to one

another; usually the relation involves a pattern of

cause and effect (this happens because of this…)

􀂄 All stories have a STRUCTURE, not all of them

have a traditional PLOT.

Structure/Plot

􀂄 A traditional plot has the following elements:

􀂃 Beginning—introduces and sets up a problem or conflict

􀂃 Middle—develops the problem or conflict, usually in a

series of steps, building to some kind of climax

􀂃 End—resolves the problem or conflict

Structure/Plot

􀂄 Short stories (unlike novels and other kinds of

fiction) are sometimes thought of as creating a

“single effect.” This means that the whole story is

built around a single idea. The outcome of the

story is inherent in the opening paragraphs, and

there is nothing irrelevant.

Structure/Plot — questions to ask

􀂄 What is the time scheme of the story? When does

it start and when does it end? How much time is

covered? Are some periods skipped over or

compressed?

􀂄 Is development linear? If not, what is the

pattern? Are there flashbacks?

􀂄 Is there a discernable traditional plot with a

movement from conflict to resolution?

􀂄 If so, what is the conflict and how is it resolved?

Structure/Plot — questions to ask

􀂄 Are there stories within the main story? If so,

what function do they serve? Do they detract

from the idea of the short story as “single effect”

or do they work with it?

􀂄

 Is the structure of the story based on some

traditional structure?

􀂃 fairy tale

􀂃 romance

􀂃 comedy

􀂃 tragedy

􀂃 epic

Narrative Voice

􀂄 Narrative voice is the voice of the person telling

the story (the narrator)

􀂄 It must never be confused with the voice of the

author of the story

􀂄 The narrator may be a first person narrator or a

third person narrator

􀂃 First person uses the pronoun “I” (or “we”)

􀂃 Third person uses the pronouns “he,” “she,” “it,” or

“they”

Narrative Voice —first person

􀂄 A first person narrator may be a major character

in the story or a minor character

􀂄 A first person narrator may be reliable,

unreliable, or somewhere in between

􀂃 Reliable—we accept what the narrator says as a relatively

objective version

􀂃 Unreliable—we do not trust the narrator’s version of events

Narrative Voice —third person

􀂄 A third person narrator may be limited or

omniscient

􀂃 Limited—sticks closely to the point of view of one or a few of

the characters; does not have access to all information

􀂃 Omniscient (all-knowing)—can skip among the characters; has

access to all information

Narrative Voice —questions to ask

􀂄 Is the narrator first or third person?

􀂄 If first:

􀂃 is he or she the central character or peripheral?

􀂃 Is his or her personality and perceptions a part of the

story or just a channel?

􀂃 How reliable is he or she? How do we know?

􀂃 How much of a gap is there between what the narrator

knows or believes and what we as readers know?

Narrative Voice—questions to ask

􀂄 If third:

􀂃 is the narrator omniscient, or limited? If limited, to what

degree (e.g., only one character’s point of view or

several?)

􀂃 if limited, whose point of view is the narrator closest to?

(who is the “central intelligence” of the story?)

􀂃 what kind of details does the narrator give? Primarily

internal or external or both?

Characterization

􀂄 In analyzing character, we must focus on how the

writer creates a sense of character, not just on

the qualities of the characters

􀂄 Rarely can we take characters at face value

􀂄 There are various possibilities for character

depiction:

􀂃 physical description suggests character

􀂃 actions and/or speech of character tell us about

character

􀂃 character is explicitly described

Characterization

􀂄 Characters can be round or flat

􀂃 Flat characters are more like types illustrating one or a

few personality or moral traits than like real people; flat

characters are usually static—they don’t change or grow

􀂃 Round characters are complex (more like real people);

often they do unpredictable things, have mixed

emotions, and they may change or develop in the course

of the story

Characterization

􀂄 Characters may be depicted by showing or telling

(or a combination of both)

􀂃 Showing—we see the characters in action, interacting with

others, making choices, and we are left to infer their personality

for ourselves

􀂃 Telling—the narrator explicitly explains the character’s

personality, feelings, motives, often telling us how we are

supposed to react to them

Characterization—questions to ask
· Flat, round, or a mixture?
· Showing, telling, or a mixture?

· Is there one central character or several of equal importance?

· Is there a pair of characters that could be seen as protagonist/antagonist?

· Is the central character static or dynamic?

· How are we encouraged to respond to the characters?

Setting

􀂄 Where and when is the story set?

􀂃 Geographical/regional information

􀂃 historical background

􀂄 Is setting (time and place) highly relevant to

the story or just incidental?

􀂄 

How is a sense of setting conveyed?

Style

􀂄 How are sentences structured? Length,

complexity, rhythm, use of fragments

􀂄 Diction (choice of words)—simple or “big,”

colloquial or formal

􀂄 Use of dialogue--how much is there?

􀂄 Tone

􀂄 Use of figurative language (imagery);

recurring images

Style—tone

􀂄 Tone conveys the narrator’s attitude to the

subject, e.g.,

􀂃 lofty, judgemental, dignified

􀂃 intimate, chatty

􀂃 rambling, garrulous

􀂃 humorous, satirical, ironic

􀂃 harsh, sardonic

􀂃 compassionate, wise

Style—imagery

􀂄 Imagery is figurative language (language that

suggests as opposed to literal language)

􀂄 Imagery usually supports a story’s theme;

images are often suggestive rather than

directly relevant

Style—imagery

Literal Figurative

She dresses sloppily 




She wears her clothes as if they were








thrown on with a pitchfork (Swift)

A rough sea 





A sea/Harsher than granite (Pound)

An unpleasant hand 




A hand like a fat maggot (Sartre)

The starry sky 





The old star-eaten blanket of the sky

Purple 






Purple is black blooming (Smart)

The dog’s eyes are

unusually large





The dog in the next room has eyes/big








as ferris wheels

A dull soul (?) 





a soul the colour and consistency of








clotted cream (Keefer)

A thin woman 





A woman so skinny I could smell her








bones (Williams)
Imagery

􀂄 Imagery is any kind of figurative language

(any language where “something is going on”

in addition to the literal meaning). Here are a

few specific kinds of imagery:

􀂃 Metaphor “love is a rose”: one thing “love” is treated

as if it were something else “a rose”

􀂃 Simile “my love is like a red, red rose”: one thing is

explicitly said to be like something else

􀂃 Symbol: something stands for something else;

symbols may be public or private

Imagery

􀂃 Metonymy: the term for one thing is applied to

something else with which it has become closely

associated: “the crown,” “Shakespeare,” “petticoats,”

“loony”

􀂃 Synechdoche: the term for part of something is

applied as if to the whole:

“ten mouths to feed”

􀂃 Personification: a thing or an abstract concept is

described as if it were human (the sky weeps)

Style—imagery, questions to ask

􀂄 Is the story rich in imagery? Or sparse?

􀂄 What types of images (if any) recur in the

story and how do they relate to the theme?

􀂄 Does the story contain anything that is

symbolic?

Theme

􀂄 Generalized statement about the central

meaning of the story

􀂄 May have a moral import, but not necessarily

􀂄 Explains the significance of the story

􀂄 Rarely can theme be stated simply; avoid

over-simplifying

When writing essays...

􀂄 Always analyze: never include plot summary

(details of what happens in the story)

􀂄 Don’t bother with biographical details or get

bogged down with strange theories: focus on

the story

􀂄 Your goal is to shed new light on the story for

the reader of your essay: make him or her see

it in a slightly different way
