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Allegory A narrative in verse or prose in which the literal events (persons,
places, and things) consistently point to a parallel sequence of symbolic
ideas. This narrative strategy is often used to dramatize abstract ideas, his-
torical events, religious systems, or political issues, An allegory has two
levels of meaning: a literal level that tells a surface story and a symbolic
level in which the abstract ideas unfold, The names of allegorical charac-
ters often hint ar their symbolic roles. For example, in Nathaniel
Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown,” Faith is not only the name of the
protagonist’s wife but also a symbol of the protagonist’s religious faith,

All-knowing narrator Sze Omniscient narrator.

Allusion A brief (and sometimes indirect) reference in a text to 2 person,
place, or thing—fctitious or actual, An allusion may appear in a licerary
work as an initial quotation, a passing mention of a name, or as a phrase
borrowed from another writer—often carrying the meanings and implica-
tions of the original. Allusions imply a common set of knowledge hetween
reader and writer and operate as a literary shorthand to enrich the mean-
ing of a rext.

Analysis The examinarion of a piece of literature as a means of understand.
ing its subject or structure. An effective analysis often clarifies a work by
focusing on a single element such as tone, irony, symbolisn, imagery, or
rhythm in a way that enhances the reader’s understa nding of the whole.
Analysis comes from the Greek word meanin g to “undo,” to “loosen.”

Anecdote A shorr narrative usually consisting of a single incident o episode.
Often humorous, anecdotes can be real or fictional. When they appear
within a latger narrative as a brief story told by one character to another,
the author usually employs them to reveal something significant to the
larger narrative.

Antagonist The most significant character or force thar opposes the protago-
nist in a narrative or drama, The antagonist may be another character, so-
ciety itself, a force of nature, or even—in modern literature- ~conflicring
impulses within the protagonist.
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Anticlimax An unsatisfying and trivial turn of events in a literary work that
occurs in place of a genuine climax. An anticlimax often involves a sur-
prising shift in tone from the lofty or serious intu the petty or ridiculous.
The term is often used negatively to denote a feeble moment in a plot in
which an author fails to create an intended effect. Anticlimax, however,
can also be a strong dramatic device when a writer uses it for humorous
or ironic effect.

Antihero A protagonist who is lacking in one or more of the conventional
qualities atrributed to a hero. Instead ori}cing digniﬁed, brave, idealistic,
or purposeful, for instance, the antihero may be buffoonish, cowardly,
self-interested, or weak, The antihero is often considered an essentially
modern form of characterization, a satiric or frankly realistic commentary
on traditional portrayals of idealized heroes or heroines. Modern exam-
ples range from Kafka’s many protagonists to Beckett's tramps in Waiting
Jor Godot.

Apprenticeship novel See Bildungsroman.

Archetype A recurring symbol, character, landscape, or event found in myth
and literature across different cultures and eras. The idea of the archetype
came into literary criticism from the Swiss psychologist Carl Jung who be-
lieved that all individuals share a “collective unconscious,” a set of primal
memories common to the human race that exists in our subconscious. An
example of an archetypal character is the devil who may appear in pure
mythic form (as in John Milton’s Paradlise Loss) but occurs more often in a
disguised form like Fagin in Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist or Abner
Snopes in William Faulkner’s “Barn Burning.”

Atmosphere The dominant mood or feeling that pervades all or part of a lit-
erary work, Atmosphere is the total effect conveyed by the author’s use of
language, images, and physical setting, Atmaosphere is often used to fore-
shadow the ultimate climax in a narrative.

Bildungsroman German for “novel of growth and development.” Sometimes
called an apprenticeship novel, this genre depicts a youth who struggles
toward maturity, forming a worldview or philosophy of life. Dickens’s
David Copperfield and Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man are clas-
sic examples of the genre.

Biographical criticism The practice of analyzing a literary work by using
knowledge of the author’s life to gain insight.

Biography A factual account of a person’s life, examining all available infor-
mation or texts relevant to the subject.

Central intelligence The character through whose sensibility and mind a
story is told. Henry James developed this term to describe a narrator—
not the author—whose perceptions shape the way a story is presented.
(See afso Narrator.)

Character An imagined figure inhabiting a narrative or drama. By conven-
tion, the reader or spectator endows the fictional character with moral,
dispositional, and emotional qualities expressed in what the character
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says—the dialogue—and by what he or she does—the action, What a
character says and does in any particular situation is motivated by his o
her desires, temperament, and moral nature, (See alio Dynamic character
and Flat character.)

Character development The process in which a character is introduced. ad-
vanced, and possibly transformed in a story. This develo pment can ;;mve-
to be either static (the character’s personality is unchanging throughout
the narrative) or dynamic (the character’s personality undergoes some
meaningful change during the couirse of the narrative). (See also Dynamic
character,) .

Characterization The rechniques a writer uses to create, reveal, or develon

. the characters in a narrative. (See alio Character.) , *

Climax The moment of greatest intensity in a story, which almost inevitably
oceurs toward the end of the work, The climax often rakes the form of a
decrrfwe confrontation between the protagonist and antagonist. In a con-
ventional story, the climax is followed by the resolution or dénouement
in which the effects and results of the climactic action are .].‘Pl'e!i(‘.ﬂtf_'t] (See
also Falling action, Rising action.) o

Closcdb dél?uuement One of two types of conventional dénouement or reso-
lution in a narrative. In closed dénouement, the author ties everything up
at the end of the story so that lictle is left unresolved. (See also Openkdé—
nouement.) |

Close reading A method of analysis involving careful step-by-step explica-
tion of a poem in order to understand how various elements work to-
gether. Close reading is a common practice of formalist eritics in the study
of a-text. o

Colloqgial English The casual or informal bur correct language of ordinary
native speakers, which may include contractions, slang, and shifts in

grammar, vocabulary, and diction. Conversational in tone, colloguial is
derived from the Latin colloguinm, “speaking together.” (See also Dicti;*) n‘
Levels of diction.) ‘

Coming-of-age story See Initiation story,

Comparison In the analysis or criticism of literature, one may place rwo
works sfde—hy-sidr: to point out their similarities. The product of rI‘ris‘ a
comparison, may be more meaningful when paired with its cou nterpart, i
contrast,

Complication The introduction of a significant development in the centyl
conflict in a drama or narrative between characters (or between a ch.:u-;n‘---
ter and his or her situation), Traditionally, a complication begins the ris-
ing action of a stary’s plot. Dramatic conflict (motivation versus obstacle)
L‘!I.l ring r|1c’cnmplir_':trh.m is the force that drives a literary work from i
tion to action. Complications may be external or internal or 1 combina.
tion of the two. A fateful blow such as an iliness or an accident char affeccs
a character is a rypical example of an externial complicarion—a pmlﬂcnll
the characters cannot turn away from., An internal complication, in con-
trast, might not be immediately apparent, such as the result of some im-

portant aspect of a character’s values or personality,
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Conclusion [n plocting, the logical end or outcome of a unified plot, shortly
following the climax. Also called resolution or dénouement (“the untying
of the knot™), as in resolving or untying the knots created by plot compli-
cations during the rising action. The action or intrigue ends in success or
failure for the protagonist, the mystery is solved, or misunderstandings are
dispelled. Sometimes a conclusion is ambiguous; at the climax of the story
the characters are changed, but the conclusion suggests different possibili-
ties for what that change is or means.

Concrete diction See Diction.

Conflict In Greek, agon, or contest. The central scruggle between two or
more forces in a story. Conflict generally occurs when some person or
thing prevents the protagonist from achieving his or her intended goal.
Opposition can arise from anocher character, external events, preexisting
sicuations, fate, or even some aspect of the main character’s own personal-
ity. Conflict is the basic material out of which most plots are made. (See
also Antagonist, Character, Complication, Rising action.)

Contrast A contrast of two works of literature is developed by placing them
side-by-side to point out their differences. This method of analysis works
well with its opposite, a comparison, which focuses on likenesses.

Convention Any established feature or technique in literature that is com-
monly understood by both authors and readers. A convention is some-
thing generally agreed on to be appropriate for its customary uses, such as
the sonnet form for a love poem or the opening “Once upon a time” for a
fairy tale.

Conventional symbols Literary symbols that have a conventional or custom-
ary effect on most readers. We would respond similarly to a black cat
ctossing our path or a young bride in a white dress. These are conven-
tional symbols because they carry recognizable connotations and sugges-
tions.

Cosmic irony Also called irony of fate, it is the irony that exists between a
character’s aspiration and the treatment he or she receives at the hands of
fate. Oedipus’s ill-destined relationship with his parents is an example of
cosmic irony.

Crisis The point in a story when the crucial action, decision, or realization
must be made, marking the turning point or reversal of the protagonist’s
fortunes. From the Greek word /risis, meaning “decision.”

Cultural studies A contemporary interdisciplinary field of academic study
rhat focuses on understanding the social power encoded in “texts.” Cul-
tural studies defines “texts” more broadly than literary works; they include
any analyzable phenomenon from a traditional poem to an advertising
image or an actor’s face. Cultural studies has no central critical methodol-
ogy but uses whatever intellectual tools are appropriate to the analysis at
hand.

Deconstructionist criticism A school of criticism that rejects the traditional
assumption that language can accurately represent reality. Deconstruction-
ists believe that literary texts can have no single meaning; therefore, they

‘
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concentrate their attentions on Aow language is being used in a text, rather
than on what is being said. e
Dénougmcnt The resolution or conclusion of a literary work as plot compli
lcamon‘s are umfveled after the climax. In French, de’nouemmtp means “fm_
- e 9 o » _
(\)11;(::réinoolllmzl‘::{1)ng. (See also Closed dénouement, Conclusion,
Dialect A particular variety of language spoken by an identifiable regional
group or social class of persons. Dialects are often used in literaturegin 1‘1
attempr to present a character more realistically and to express signif .
differences in class or background. =
Dialogue The direce representation of the conversation between two :
. ‘Ehamcters. (See also Monologue.) o
Diction Word ch‘uicc.’ or vocabulary. Diction refers to the class of words that
an author decides is appropriate to use in a particular work Licerasy his-
tory is the story of diction being challenged, upheld, :mnll rcin;-c)nn--.!
Concmlte diction involves a highly specific word choice in the namine n;'
something or someone. Abstract diction contains words l'ha; expres:
more general ideas or concepts. More concrete diction would offer .ém;
puppy rather than young canine, Lake Ontario rather than body n/"f': -t-;"
water. Concrete words refer to what we i ol i
senses. (See also Levels of diction.)
Dldactuf fiction A narrative that intends ro teach a specific moral lesson or
Rrovlde a mod‘el for proper behavior, This term is now often used b;e’m‘t“li
tively to describe a story in which the events seem manipulared ir!: (I{J'LI;_‘I
to convey an uplifting idea, but much classic fiction has been written i
the didactic mode—Aesop’s Fubles, John Bunyan's The Pilorin Pﬁ-uﬂ i
and _H ;m'-ier Beecher Stowe's Unele Toms Cubin, S
Drazr?at:c point of view A point of view in which the narrator merely reporrs
L{I:\il()gli{' and action with minimal in terprecation or access to .rhe) |:I e
ters’ minds, The dramatic point of view, as the name im};!i:’s usr:s .lel':.:a-
hcnon'm approximate the method of plays (where readers lIL n:ml!ii:l
only with set descriptions, stage directions, and dialogue 'm.d EII!LIS i
:;Llpply motivations based solely on this external evidenjcejl o o
Dynamic char:}ctcr A characrer who, during the course of the‘narrative
or changes in some significant way. (See also Character dev«::lopment’)grOWS

can immediately perceive with our

Editing The act of rereading a draft in order to correct mistakes, cur excess
' wo.rcls, and make improvements, A
Editorial omniscience When an ominiscient narrator goes beyond reporting
the thoughts of his or her characters to make a crirical jud pment rtr e
. me.ntary,.making explicit the narrator’s own thoughts or ph%imo 1!1ic: o
Editorial point of view Also called Authorial intrusion. The el‘i‘:’c}t that o
c;u's Whetr,l] a third-person narrator adds his or her own comments (\:vhici—l;
fagité.ma y represent the ideas and opinions of the author) into the nar-
Endnote An additional piece of information that the author includes in
note at the end of a paper. Endnotes usually contain information that rh:
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author feels is important ro convey but not appropriate to fit into the
main body of text. (See also Footnote.)

Epigraph A brief quatation preceding a story or other literary work. An epi-
graph usually suggests the subject, theme, or atmosphere the story will ex-
plore.

Epiphany A moment of insight, discovery, or revelation by which a charac-
ter’s life is greadly altered. An epiphany generally occurs near the end of a
story. The term, which means “showing forth” in Greek, was first used in
Christian theology ro signify the manifestation of God's presence in the
world. This thealogical idea was firse borrowed by James Joyce to refer to
a heightened moment of secular revelation,

Episode An incident in a large narrative that has unity in itself. An episode
may bear close relation to the central narrative, but it can also be a digres-
sion,

Episodic plot, episodic structure A form of plotting where the individual
scenes and events are presented chronologically without any profound
sense of cause-and-effect relationship. In an episodic narrative the place-
ment of many scenes could be changed without greatly altering the over-
all effect of the work. '

Epistolary novel Novel in which the story is told by way of letters written by
one or more of the characters. This form often lends an authenticity to
the story, a sense that the author may have discovered these letters; but in
fact they are a product of the author’s invention.

Explication Literally, an “unfolding.” In an explication an entire poem is ex-
plained in detail, addressing every element and unraveling any complexi-

ties as a means of analysis.

Exposition The opening portion of a narrative or drama, In the exposition,
the scene is set, the protagonist is introduced, and the author discloses any
other background information necessary to allow the reader to under-
stand and relate to the events that are to follow.

Fable A brief, often humorous narrative told co illustrate a moral. The char-
acters in fables are traditionally animals whose personality traits symbolize
human traits, Particular animals have conventionally come to represent
specific lhuman qualities or values. For example, the ant represents indus-
try, the fox craftiness, and the lion nobility. A fable often concludes by
summarizing its moral message in abstract terms, For example, Aesop’s
fable “The North Wind and the Sun” concludes with the moral “Persua-
sion is berrer than force.” (See also Allegory.)

Fairy tale A traditional form of short narrative folklore, originally transmit-
ted orally, thac features supernatural characters such as witches, giants,
fairies. or animals with human personality traits, Fairy tales often feature
a hero of heroine who seems destined to achieve some desirable fate—
such as marrying a prince or princess, becoming wealthy, or destroying an
enemy.

Falling action The events in a narrative that follow the climax and bring the
story to its conclusion, or dénouement,
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Fanta:‘iy A narrative that depicts events, characters, or places that could not
exist in the real world. Fantasy has limited interest in portraying experi-
ence realisically. Instead, it fieely pursues the possibilities of the imagina-
tion. Fantasy usually includes elements of magic or the SUPCI‘FI:I[TII’EI.].
Sometimes it is used to illustrate a moral message as in fables. Fantasy is a
type of romance rhat emphasizes wish fulfillment (or nightmare fulfill-
ment) instead of verisimilitude,

Feminist criticism See Gender criticism,

Ficti(_m Fr{_)m the Latin fieio, “act of fashioning, a shaping, a making.” Tic-
tion refers to any literary work that—although it might contain factual
information—is not bound by factual accuracy, but creates a marrative
shaped or made up by the author’s imagination, Drama and poetry (espe-
cially narrative poetry) can be considered works of fiction, but the term
now usually refers more specifically to prose stories and novels, Historical
and other factual writing also requires shaping and making, bur it s liss
tinct from fiction because it is not fiee to invent people, ])iacus. and
events; forays from documented fact must identify themselves as c';.;njvc-
ture or hypothesis. Nonfiction, as the name SURgests, is a carcgm"v caihs
ventionally separare from fiction. Certainly an essay or work dl‘lfre-r.n-y
journalism is “a made thing,” and writers of nonfiction rourinely {-m.p!uy
the techniques used by fiction writers (moving forward and backward in
time, reporting the inner thoughts of characters, etc.), but works of non-
fiction must be not only true but factual. The truth of a work of fiction
depends nor on facts, but on how convincingly the writer creates the
world of the story. ‘ | .

First-lpers?n narrator A story in which the narrator is a participant in the ac-
tion, Such a narrator refers to himself or herself as “I” and may be a major
or minor character in the story. His or her artitude and understanding of
characters and events shapes the reader’s perception of the story being
told.

Flashback A scene relived in a character's memory. Flashbacks can be relared
by the narrator in a summary or they can be ex perienced by the cha acters
themselves. Flashbacks allow the author to include events thar occurred
before the opening of the story, which may show the reader something sig-
nificant that happened in the character's past or give an indication of what
kind of person the character used to be, ‘

Flat character A term coined by English novelist E. M. Forster to describe 1
character with only one outstanding trait. Flat characters are rarely the l:i.’ll'—
tral characters in a narrative and are often based on stock characters. Flat
characters stay the same throughout a story. (See also Dynamic character )

Folklnrf: The body of traditional wisdom and customs—including rirJne';
stories, myths, and proverbs—of a people as collected and continued
through oral tradition,

Folktale A short narrative drawn from folklore that has been passed down
through an oral wradition. (See akso Fairy tale, Legend.)

Footnote An additional piece of information that the author includes at the
bottom of a page, usually noted by a small reference number in the majn
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text. A footnote might supply the reader with brief facts about a related
historical figure or event, the definition of a foreign word or phrase, or
any other relevant information that may help in understanding the text.
(See also Endnote.)

Foreshadowing In plot construction, the technique of arranging events and
information in such a way that later events are prepared for, or shadowed,
beforehand. The author may introduce specific words, images, or actions
in order to suggest significant later events, The effective use of foreshad-
owing by an author may prevent a story’s outcome from seeming haphaz-
ard or contrived.

Formal English The heightened, impersonal language of educated persons,
usually only written, although possibly spoken on dignified occasions.
(See also Levels of diction.)

Formalist criticism A school of criticism which argues that literature may only
be discussed on its own terms; that is, without outside influences or infor-
mation. A key method that formalists use is close reading, a step-by-step
analysis of the elements in a text.

Gender criticism Gender criticism examines how sexual identity influences
the creation, interpretation, and evaluation of literary works. This critical
approach began with feminist criticism in the 1960s and 1970s which
stated that literary study had been so dominated by men that it contained
many unexamined “male-produced” assumptions. Feminist criticism
sought to address this imbalance in two ways: first in insisting that sexless
interpretation was impossible, and second by articulating responses to the
texts that were explicitly male or female. More recently, gender criticism
has focused on gay and lesbian literary identity as interpretive strategies.

General English The ordinary speech of educated native speakers. Most lit-
erate speech and writing is general English. Its diction is more educated
than colloquial English, yet not as elevated as formal English. (See a/so
Levels of diction.)

Genre A conventional combination of literary form and subject matter, usu-
ally aimed at creating certain effects. A genre implies a preexisting under-
standing between the artist and the reader about the purpose and rules of
the work. A horror story, for example, combines the form of the short
story with certain conventional subjects, style, and theme with the expec-
tation of frightening the reader. Major short story genres include science
fiction, gothic, hotror, and detective tales.

Gothic fiction A genre that creates terror and suspense, usually set in an iso-
lated castle, mansion, or monastery populated by mysterious or threaten-
ing individuals. The Gothic form, invented by Horace Walpole in The

Castle of Otranto (1764), has Aourished in one form or another ever since,
The term Gothic is also applied to medieval architecture, and Gothic fic-
tion almost inevitably exploits claustrophobic interior architecture in its
plotting—often featuring dungeons, crypts, torture chambers, locked
rooms, and secret passageways. In the nineteenth century, writers such as
Nathaniel Hawthorne, Edgar Allan Poe, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman
brought the genre into the mainstream of American fiction.

Lol e, 1

*
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Hero :Tlle central character in a narrative, The term is derived from the Greek
epic tradition, in which Aeroes were the leading warriors among the
princes, By extension, Aere and heroine have come to mean the principal
male and female figures in a narrative or dramaric literary work, al thml}gh
many today call protagonists of either gender heroes. When a critic terms
the protagonist a Aero, the choice of words often implies a positive m.m‘a!

_ assessment of the character. (See also Antihero,)

Historical criticism The practice of analyzing a literary work by investigar-
ing the social, cultural, and intellectual context that produced it—a ui(:n-
text that necessarily includes the artist’s biography and milieu. Historical
Ctitics strive to recreate the exact meaning and impace a work had on its
original audience.

Historical fiction A type of fiction in which the narrative is set in anocher
time or place. In historical fiction, the author usually attempts to recreae
a faithful picture of daily life during the period. For example Robert
Graves's [, Claudins depicrs the lives of the ancient Roman ruiiné class in
the early Impe_rial age. Historical fiction sometimes introduces well-
known figures from the past. More often it places imaginary characrers in
a carefully reconstrucred version of a particular historical era. ‘

Impartial omniscience Refers to an omniscient narrator who., although he
or she presents the thoughts and actions of the characters, does not fud e
them or comment on them, (Contrasts with Editorial omniscience.) :

Impressionism In fiction, a style of writing that emphasizes external e.vr:nr';
less than‘ the impression those events make on the narrator or pi'otaguniﬂd
[mpressionist short stories, like Karherine Mansfield’s “Miss Brill.” usu.
ally center the narrative on the chief characters’ mental lives rather chan
the reality around thern. » '

[nitiati‘{m story Also called Coming-of-age story. A narrative in which the
main character, usually a child or adolescent, unde rgoes an impo rant ex-
perience or rite of passage—often a difficult or disillusioning one—thar
prepates him or her for adulthood. James Joyce's “Araby” is a classic exam-
ple of an initiation story. I . . '

It medias res A Larin phrase meaning “in the midst of things” thar refers to
a narrative device of beginning a story midway in the evens it L:fepict'i
(usually at an exciting or significant moment) before explaiuiﬁg the con-
text or preceding actions. Epic poems such as Virgil's deneid or John Mil-
ton's Paradise Lost commonly begin in medias res, bur the technique is als
found in modern fiction, S

Innocent narrator Also called naive narrator. A characrer who fails to under-
stand all the implications of the story he or she tells, OFf course, virtually any
narrator has some degree of innocence or naiveté, but the innocent nara.
tor—often a child or childlike adulc—is used by an author tryiné to gen:;r—
ate irony, sympathy, or pity by creating a gap between what the narrator
knows and what the reader knows. Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn—
d'espitc his mischievous nature—is an example of an innocent narrator.

Interior monologue An extended presentation of a character's l‘h(llight; in o
narrative, Usually written in the present tense and printed withot qmnnl--
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tion marks, an interior monologue reads as if the character was speaking
aloud to himself or herself, for the reader to overhear. A famous example
of interior monologue comes at the end of Ulysses when Joyce gives us the
rambling memories and reflections of Molly Bloom.

Ironic point of view The perspective of a character or narrator whose voice
or posttion is rich in ironic contradictions. (See also Irony.)

Irony A literary device in which a discrepancy of meaning is masked beneath
the surface of the language. lrony is present when a writer says one thing
but means something quite the opposite. There are many kinds of irony,
but the two major varieties are verbal irony (in which the discrepancy is
contained in words) and situational irony (in which the discrepancy ex-
ists when something is about to happen to a character or characters who
expect the opposite outcome). (See also Cosmic irony, Irony of fate, Sar-
casm, Verbal irony.)

Irony of fate A type of situational irony that can be used for either tragic or
comic purposes. [rony of fate is the discrepancy between actions and their
results, between what characters deserve and what they get, between ap-
pearance and reality. In Sophocles’ tragedy, for instance, Oedipus unwit-
tingly fulfills the prophecy even as he takes the actions a morally good man
would take to avoid it. (See also Cosmic irony.)

Legend A traditional narrative handed down through popular oral tradition to
illustrate and celebrate a remarkable character, an important event, or to ex-
plain the unexplainable. Legends, unlike other folktales, claim to be true
and usually take place in real locations, often with genuine historical figures.

Levels of diction In English, there are conventionally four basic levels of for-
mality in word choice, or four levels of diction. From the least formal to
the most elevated they are vulgate, colloquial English, general English,
and formal English. (See afso Diction.)

Limited omniscience Also called third-person limited point of view. A type
of point of view in which the narrator sees into the minds of some but not
all of the characters. Most typically, limited omniscience sees through the
eyes of one major or minor character. In limited omniscience, the author
can compromise between the immediacy of first-person narration and the
mobility of third person.

Literary genre See Genre.

Literary theory Literary criticism that tries to formulate general principles
rather than discuss specific texts, Theory operates at a high level of ab-
straction and often focuses on understanding basic issues of language,
communication, art, interpretation, culture, and ideological content.

Local color The use of specific regional material—unique customs, dress,
habits, and speech patterns of ordinary people—to create atmosphere or
realism in a literary work.

Locale The location where a story takes place.

Magic realism Also called Magical realism. A type of contemporary narra-
tive in which the magical and the mundane are mixed in an overall con-

R
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text of realistic storytelling, The term was coined by Cuban novelist Alejo
Carpentier in 1949 to describe the matter-of-fact combination of the fan-
tastic and everyday in Latin American fiction. Magic realism has become
the standard name for an international trend in contemporary fiction
such as Gabriel Garefa Mdrquez's One Hundvred Years of Solitude.

Metafiction Fiction thar consciously explores its own nature as a literary cre-
ation. The Greek word meta means “upon”; metafiction consequently is a
mode of narrative that does not try to create the illusion of verisimilitude
but delights in its own fictional nature, often by speculating on the story it
is telling, The term is usually associated with late-twen tieth-century writers
like John Barth, Italo Calvino, and Jorge Luis Borges.

Microcosm The small world as created by a poem, play, or story thar reflects
the tensions of the larger world beyond. In some sense, most successful
literary works offer a microcosm that illuminates the greater world around
it.

Minimalist fiction Contemporary fiction written in a deliberately flat, un-
emotional tone and an appropriately unadorned style, Minimalist fiction
often relies more on dramatic action, scene, and dialogue than complex
narration or authorial summary. Examples of minimalist fiction can be
found in the short stories of Raymond Carver and Bobbie Ann Mason.

Monologue An extended speech by a single character. The term originared
in drama, where it describes a solo speech chart has listeners (as opposed o
a soliloquy, where the character speaks only to himself or herself). A
short story or even a novel can be written in monologue form il it is an
unbroken speech by one character to another silent character or charac-
ters.

Moral A paraphrasable message or lesson implied or directly stated in a liter-
ary work. Commonly, a moral is stated at the end of a fable.

Motif An element that recuss significantly throughout a narrative. A motif can
be an image, idea, theme, situation, or action (and was first commonly
used as a musical term for a recurring melody or melodic fragment), A
motif can also refer 1o an element that recurs across many literary works
like a beautiful lady in medieval romances who turns out to be an evil fajry
or three questions that are asked a protagonist to test his or her wisdom.

Motivation What a character in a story or drama wants. The reasons an au-
thor provides for a character’s actions. Motivation can be either explici
(in which reasons are specifically stated in a story) or fmplicit (in which
the reasons are only hinted at or partially revealed).

Myth A traditional narrative of anonymous authorship thar arises out of a
culture’s oral rradifion. The characters in wraditional myths are usually
gods or heroic figures. Myths characreristically explain the origins of
things—gods, people, places, plants, animals, and natural events—usually
from a cosmic view. A culture’s values and belief systems are traditionally
passed from generation to generation in myth, In literature, myth may
also refer to boldly imagined narratives that embody primal truths about
life. Myth is usually differentiared from legend, which has a specific his-
torical base.
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Mythological criticism The practice of analyzing a literary work by looking
for recurrent universal patcerns. Mythological criticism explores the artist’s
common humanity by tracing how the individual imagination uses myths
and symbols that are shared by different cultures and epochs.

Naive narrator See Innocent narrator.

Naturalism A type of fiction or drama in which the characters are presented
as products or victims of environment and heredity. Naturalism, consid-
ered an excreme form of realism, customarily depicts the social, psycho-
logical, and economic milieu of the primary characters. Naturalism was
first formally developed by French novelist Emile Zola in the 1870s. In
promoting naturalism as a theory of animal behavior, Zola urged the
modeling of naturalist literature and drama on the scientific case study.
The writer, like the scientist, was to record objective reality with detach-
ment; events onstage should be reproduced with sufficient exactness to
demonstrate the strict laws of material causality. Important American
Naturalists include Jack London, Theodore Dreiser, and Stephen Crane.
(Sec also Realism.)

Nonfiction novel A genre in which actual events are presented as a novel-
length story, using the techniques of fiction (flashback, interior mono-
logues, etc.). Truman Capote’s /n Cold Blood (1966), which depicts a
multiple murder and subsequent trial in Kansas, is a classic example of
this modern genre.

Nonparticipant narrator A narrator who does not appear in the story as a
character but is capable of revealing the thoughts and motives of one or
more characters. A nonparticipant narrator is also capable of moving from
place to place in order to describe action and report dialogue. (See also
Omniscient narrator.)

Novel An extended work of fictional prose narrative. The term novel usually
implies a book-length narrative (as compared to more compact forms of
prose fiction like the short story). Because of its extended length, a novel
usually has more characters, more varied scenes, and a broader coverage of
time than a short story.

Novella [n modern terms, a prose narrative longer than a short story but shorter
than a novel (approximately 30,000 to 50,000 words). Unlike a short story,
a novella is long enough to be published independently as a brief book. Clas-
sic modern novellas include Franz Kafka’s The Metamorphosis, Joseph Con-
rad’s Heart of Darkness, and Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice. During the
Renaissance, however, the term novella originally referred to short prose nar-
ratives such as those found in Giovanni Boccaccio’s Decameron.

Objective point of view See Dramatic point of view.

Observer A type of first-person narrator who is relatively detached from or
plays only a minor role in the events described.

O. Henry ending See Trick ending.

Omniscient narrator Also called all-knowing narrator. A narrator who has
the ability to move freely through the consciousness of any character. The
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omniscient narrator also has complete knowledge of all of the external
events in a story. (See also Nonparticipant narrator.)

Open dénouement One of the two conventional types of dénouement or
resolution. In open dénouement, the author ends a narrative with a few
loose ends, or unresolved matters, on which the reader is left to speculate,
(See also Closed dénouement.)

Oral tradition The tradition within a culture that transmits narracives by
word of mouth from one generation to another. Fables, folkeales, ballads,
and songs are examples of some types of narratives found originally in an
oral tradirion.

Parable A brief, usually allegorical narracive that teaches 1 moral. The para-
blesﬂfound in Christian literature, such as “The Parable of the Prodigal
Son” (Luke 15:11-32), are classic examples of the form. In patables, un-
like fables (where the moral is explicitly scated wichin the narrative), the
moral themes are implicit and can often be interpreted in several ways.
Modern parables can be found in the works of Franz Kafka and Jorge Luis
Borges.

Parody A mocking imitation of a literary work or individual author’s style,
usually for comic effect. A parody typically exaggerates distinctive features
of the original for humorous purposes.

Participant narrator A narrator that participates as a character within a
story. (See also First-person narrator.)

Persona Latin for “mask.” A fictitious character ereated by an author to be
the speaker of a poem, story, or novel. A persona is always the narrator of
the work and not merely a character in it,

Picaresque A type of narrative, usually a novel, that presents the life of a lik-
able scaundrel who is at odds with respectable society. The narrator of a
picaresque was originally a picare (Spanish for “rascal” or “rogue”) who re-
counts his adventures tricking the rich and gullible. This type of narrative
rarely has'a tight plot, and the episodes or adventures follow in a loose
chronological order.

Plot. The particular arrangement of actions, events, and situations that unfold
in a narcative. A plot is not merely the general story of a narrative but the
author’s artistic pattern made from the parts of the narrative, including the
exposition, complications, climax, and dénouement. How an author
chooses to construct the plot determines the wav the reader experiences the
story. Manipulating a plot, therefore, can be the author’s most important
expressive device when writing a story. More than just astory made up of
episodes or a bare synopsis of the temporal order of events, the platring is
the particular embodiment of an action that allows the audience ro see the
causal relacionship between the parts of the action. (See also Climax
Falling action, Rising action.) ’

Point of view The perspective from which a story is told. There are many
types of point of view, including first-person narrator (a story in which
the narrator is a participant in the action) and third-person narrator (a
type of narration in which the narrator is a nonparticipant).
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Print culture A culture that depends primarily on the printed word—in
books, magazines, and newspapers—to distribute and preserve informa-
tion. In recent decades the electronic media have taken over much of this
role from print.

Protagonist The central character in a literary work. The protagonist usually
initiates the main action of the story, often in conflict with the antagonist.
(See also Antagonist.)

Psychological criticism The practice of analyzing a literary work through in-
vestigating three major areas: the nature of literary genius, the psychologi-
cal study of a particular artist, and the analysis of fictional characters. This
methodology uses the analytical tools of psychology and psychoanalysis to
understand the underlying motivations and meanings of a literary work.

Pulp fiction A type of formulaic and quickly written fiction originally pro-
duced for cheap mass circulation magazines. The term pulp refers to the
inexpensive wood-pulp paper developed in the mid-nineteenth century
on which these magazines were printed. Most pulp fiction journals
printed only melodramatic genre work—westerns, science fiction, ro-
mance, horror, adventure tales, or crime stories.

Reader-response criticism The practice of analyzing a literary work by de-
scribing what happens in the reader’s mind while interpreting the text.
Reader-response critics believe that no literary texr exists independently of
readers’ interpretations and that there is no single fixed interpretation of
any literary work.

Realism An attempt to reproduce faithfully the surface appearance of life, es-
pecially that of ordinary people in everyday situations. As a literary term,
realism has two meanings—one general, the other historical. In a general
sense, realism refers to the representation of characters, events, and set-
tings in ways that the spectator will consider plausible, based on consis-
tency and likeness to type. This sort of realism does not necessarily
depend on elaborate factual description or documentation but more on
the author’s ability to draft plots and characters within a conventional
framework of social, economic, and psychological reality. In a historical
sense, Realism (usually capitalized) refers to a movement in nineteenth-
century European literature and theater that rejected the idealism, elitism,
and romanticism of earlier verse dramas and prose fiction in an attempt
to represent life truthfully. Realist literature customarily focused on the
middle class (and occasionally the working class) rather than the aristoc-
racy, and it used social and economic detail to create an accurate account
of human behavior. Realism began in France with Honoré de Balzac,
Gustave Flaubert, and Guy de Maupassant and then moved internation-
ally. Other major Realists include Leo Tolstoy, Henry James, Anton
Chekhov, and Edith Wharton,

Regionalism The literary representation of a specific locale that consciously
uses the particulars of geography, custom, history, folklore, or speech. In
regional narratives, the locale plays a crucial role in the presentation and
progression of a story that could not be moved to another setting without
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artistic loss. Usually, regional narratives take place at some distance from
the literary capical of a culture, often in small towns or rural areas. Exam-
ples of American regionalism can be found in the writing of Willa Cather
Rate Chopin, William Faulkner, and Eudora Welty, o

Resolution The final part of a narrative, the concluding action or actions
that follow the climax. (See #lso Conclusion, Dénouement ) I .

Retrospect See Flashback, .

Rising action That parc of a story, including the exposition, in which evens
start moving toward a climax, [n the rising action the protagonist usually
faces the complications of the plot to reach his or her goal. !

Roma{n:e In general terms, romance is a narrative mode that employs ex-
otic adventure and idealized emotion rather than tealistic depiction of
character and action. In the romantic mode—out of which most popular
gentre fictions develop—people, actions, and events are depicted more as
we wish them to be (heroes are very brave, villains are very bad) rather
than the complex ways they usually are. Medieval romances (in both prose
and verse) presented chivalric rales of kings, knights, and aristocratic
ladies. Modern romances, emerging in the nineteenth century, were rep-
resented by adventure novels like Sir Walter Scott’s foanboe or Nathanicl
Hawthorne's The House of the Seven Gables, which embodied the symbolic
quests and idealized characteérs of earlier, chivalric tales in slightly more
realistic terms, a cradition carried on in contemporary popular works like
the Star Wars and James Bond films. . . .

Round character A term coined by English novelist E. M. Forster to describe
a complex character who is presented in depth and derail in a narrative
Round characters are those who change significantly during the course of

a narrative. Most often, round characters are the central characters in a
narrative. (See also Flat character.)

Sarcasm A conspicuously bitter form of irony in which the ironic statement
is designed to hurt or mock its targer. (See also Irony,)

Scene In fiction, a vivid or dramatic moment described in enough detail to
create the illusion thar the reader is practically there. Usually, a scene rep-
resents a single dramaric action that builds to a climay. S

Selective omniscience The point of view that sees the events of a narrative
through the eyes of a single character, The selectively omniscient narrator
is usually a nonparticipant narrator., S

Sentimentality A usually pejorative description of the quality of a literary
work that tries to convey great emotion but fails to give the reader 'iu‘l".ﬁﬁ—
cient grounds for sharing it. \

Setting Ti]c‘ time and place of a literary work. The setring may also include
the climate and even the social, psychological, or Spi,l‘iiu:ll state of the
participants.

Short Story A prose narrarive too brief to be published in a separate vol-
ume—as novellas and novels frequently are, The short story is usually a
E9cuscd narrative that presents one or two main characters involved in jl
single compelling action. l
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Situational Irony See Irony.

Sketch A short, static, descriptive composition. Literary sketches can be ei-
ther fiction or nonfiction. A sketch usually focuses on describing a person
or place without providing a narrative,

Sociological criticism The practice of analyzing a literary work by examin-
ing the cultural, economic, and political context in which it was written
or received. Sociological criticism primarily explores the relationship be-
tween the artist and society.

Soliloquy A speech where a character speaks only to himself or herself—
uttering his or her thoughts aloud. The term originated in drama where it
describes a speech by a character alone onstage. The soliloquy is impoz-
tant in drama because it gives the audience insight into a character’s inner
life, private motivations, and uncertainties.

Static character See Flat character.

Stock character A common or stereotypical character that occurs frequently
in literature. Examples of stock characters are the mad scientist, the battle-
scarred veteran, or the strong-but-silent cowboy. (See also Archetype.)

Stream of consciousness Not a specific technique, but a type of modern nar-
ration that uses various literary devices, especially interior monologue, in
an attempt to duplicate the subjective and associative nature of human
consciousness. Stream of consciousness often focuses on imagistic percep-
tion in order to capture the preverbal level of consciousness.

Style All the distinctive ways in which an author, genre, movement, or his-
torical period uses language to create a literary work. An author’s style de-
pends on his or her characteristic use of diction, imagery, tone, syntax,
and figurative language. Even sentence structure and punctuation can
play a role in an author’s style.

Subject The main topic of a poem, story, or play.

Summary A brief condensation of the main idea or story of a literary work.
A summary is similar to a paraphrase, but less detailed.

Suspense Enjoyable anxiety created in the reader by the author’s handling
of plot. When the outcome of events is unclear, the author’s suspension
of resolution intensifies the reader’s interest—particularly if the plot in-
volves characters to whom the reader or audience is sympathetic. Sus-
pense is also created when the fate of a character is clear to the audience,
but not to the character. The suspense results from the audience’s antici-
pation of how and when the character will meet his or her inevitable
fate,

Symbol A person, place, or thing in a narrative that suggests meanings be-
yond ics literal sense. Symbol is related to allegory, but it works more
complexly. In an allegory an object has a single additional significance. By
contrast, a symbol usually contains multiple meanings and associations.
In Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, for example, the great white whale does

not have just a single significance but accrues powerful associations as the

narrative progresses.
Symbolic act An action whose significance goes well beyond its literal mean-
ing. In licerature, symbolic acts usually involve some conscious or uncon-
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Unreliable narrator A narrator who—intentionally or unintentionally—
relates events in a subjective or distorted manner. The author usually
provides some indication early on in such stories that the narrator is not
to be completely trusted.

Verbal irony A statement in which the speaker or writer says the opposite of
what is really meant. For example, a friend might comment, “How grace-
ful you are!” after you trip clumsily on a stair.

Verisimilitude The quality in a licerary work of appearing true to life. In fic-
tion, verisimilitude is usually achieved by careful use of realistic detail in
description, characterization, and dialogue. (See a/so Realism.)

Vulgate From the Latin word vulgus, “mob” or “common people.” The low-
est level of formality in language, vulgate is the diction of the common
people with no pretensions at refinement or elevation. The vulgate is not
necessarily vulgar in the sense of containing foul or inappropriate lan-
guage; it refers simply to unschooled, everyday language.




