English 10 Literary Terms - Short Story

Fiction lesson 1: Forms of fiction.
genre: a form or category of literature, such as epic, tragedy, comedy and satire.

fable: a short, unadorned prose fiction that teaches a moral lesson.  Often animals are characters.

parable: a short narrative that illustrates a moral, philosophical or spiritual lesson.  A parable may be allegorical.  E.g.: the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11-32).

tale: a short narrative, usually lacking in detail, with unrealistic and sometimes fantastic characters and events.  Usually tales are less concerned than short stories with revealing theme and character.  The term tale has connotations of timeless folklore.  E.g.: “Jack and the Beanstalk.”

realism: as a term in literary history, realism refers to fiction and drama of the late nineteenth century that concentrated on ordinary middle-class existence and its daily concerns like money, society, and marriage.  The characters are bankers, farmers and housekeepers, not swashbuckling pirates, gallant knights, or supernatural beings.  In a more general sense, realistic refers to a manner of representing life; it is the opposite of romantic.

novel: a long prose fiction, usually realistic (as opposed to the romance, a prose fiction that would include Arthurian tales of adventure).  There are various subgenres of the novel, including Gothic novels (stories of horror like Frankenstein) and historical novels.  A novella is a prose fiction longer than a short story but shorter than a novel.

short story: a short prose fiction usually depicting a single incident (unlike most novels).  A newer form than the novel, the modern short story dates from the early nineteenth century.

story of initiation: a short story depicting a decisive incident that initiates a character into a higher state of awareness, whether for better or for worse.  E.g.: John Updike’s “A & P.”

theme: a term used in different ways: for the main idea (but not necessarily the subject) of a work of literature; an idea which a work explores; or an argument that a work advances.  Therefore, a theme can be identified in a complete sentence, a noun phrase, or a single word: in George Orwell’s Animal Farm, “the corrupting influence of power,” “power,” or “Power corrupts.”

canon: a body of writings considered authentic (e.g., the books of the Bible, or all the works by Shakespeare).  Now the term is used to mean the literary works considered worthy to be studied in college and included in anthologies.  The concept has stirred controversy over the way canons are formed, and whether factors like gender and ethnicity affect inclusion.

 

Fiction lesson 2: Plot.
protagonist: main character.  A more general term than hero; not all protagonists are heroic.

antagonist: a character (or sometimes a thing) in conflict with the main character or protagonist.

conflict: the central problem or issue to be resolved in a plot, involving the main character struggling against another character(s) or obstacle (e.g., Janie’s pursuit of love in Their Eyes Were Watching God).  Conflict can also refer to the ideas in a literary work (e.g., “The Road Not Taken” dramatizes the conflicting values of conformity and independence).

exposition: the revelation (usually early) in a story or play of necessary background information.

setting: the location of a story.  It may be important in developing character, motivation and meaning.  In To Kill a Mockingbird Harper Lee carefully establishes what Maycomb is like.

foreshadowing: a hint that is fully understood only in retrospect after the reader discovers more information later in the plot.  The term does not simply mean an omen or an explicit prediction of something that will happen later.  Foreshadowing is always a noun; foreshadow is a verb.

motivation: the reasons an author establishes for a character’s actions.  In The Tempest, the desire to achieve justice and regain his rightful position in Milan motivates Prospero.

complication: a secondary, minor conflict introduced part of the way through a story or drama.

crisis: part of a plot: a scene of high tension that turns out not to be the climax.

climax: the high point of tension in a plot, when the outcome is decided.

dénouement (DAY-new-MAW), resolution or conclusion: the scene in which a plot reaches its final outcome: mysteries are solved, questions answered, and the main conflict settled.

discovery: a scene in which a character comes to a major realization.

reversal or periphery: a part of a plot: a situation in which a character’s fortunes or situation changes dramatically, for better or for worse.  An ironic reversal is a situation in which (as the cliché goes) the tables are turned.

unity: wholeness in a work of art, regarded as an ideal for which writers should strive.  A work that is unified satisfies readers; it has a beginning, middle and end, and all the parts contribute to the whole.  By contrast, a work lacking unity might have several subplots which are not closely tied together, or scenes which are unnecessary.

epiphany: a sudden moment of realization in a story or play, often triggered by a mundane event.  Originally a religious term for a worldly manifestation of God’s presence.
 

Fiction lesson 3: Character and style.
flat character: a one-dimensional character who has only a few, easily defined traits.  Most minor characters are flat.  Not to be confused with a static character.

round character: a multi-faceted character, especially one who is capable of choosing right or wrong.  Usually a protagonist is a round character; in most short stories no more than one or two characters are round.  Not to be confused with a dynamic character.

dynamic character: a character who changes, especially one who comes to a major realization.  The realization may or may not change the character’s actions, but the character must never be able to see the world in quite the same way.   Not all protagonists are dynamic.  Rarely does a short story have more than one or two dynamic characters.

static character: a character who undergoes no such change.

stock character: a character type used repeatedly, often a stereotype like the mad scientist of horror stories or the blonde airhead of teen movies.  Stock characters are usually encountered in popular fiction.  However, excellent writers have sometimes used stock characters in original ways.

style: the distinctive features of the language in which a story is written.  In elements such as diction (choice of words) and sentence structure, style can range from formal to informal, complex to simple, and poetic to plain.  Writing styles in fiction may vary according to the use of description, dialogue, figurative language, tone, narrative point of view, and other qualities.  The three sentences below produce very different effects on readers:

Unfathomable to mere mortals is the lore of fiends.  (Nathaniel Hawthorne)

She’s easy to be with.  (Raymond Carver)

Sugar done swiped her mama’s lipstick, so we ready.  (Toni Cade Bambara)

parallel: a similarity of situations within or between literary works.  Parallel is a noun, adjective or verb; a novel can have parallel subplots or scenes that parallel one another.  Not to be confused with parallelism, which is only a noun and refers only to sentence structure.

symbol: a thing that suggests more than its literal meaning.  A symbol can be a thing (e.g., the flowers in “The Chrysanthemums”) or an action (Sammy’s punching the No Sale tab at the climax of “A & P”).  Recurring images (such as light in “Araby”) can take on symbolic overtones.  Symbolism is the collective function of symbols in a work, or an author’s use of symbols.
 

Fiction lesson 4: Narrative point of view.
narrative: a story; an account of a sequence of events, whether fictional or non-fictional.  To be distinguished from writing that is strictly descriptive, expository (like an essay), or dramatic (i.e., like a play).  A narrative may include some description and analysis, but it must tell a story.  It has a narrator who addresses someone (usually us, the readers).

point of view: the perspective from which a story is narrated.  The author can choose among various possibilities.  Second-person narrative is possible, but two classes are common:

third-person or nonparticipant narrator: a narrator who is not a character.

objective: narrative that only describes and does not enter characters’ thoughts.

limited or selective omniscience: narrative that sees into one (major or minor) character.

omniscience: narrative that sees into different characters.  In editorial omniscience, a variant of omniscience, the third-person narrator adds comments judging characters.

first-person or participant narrator: a narrator who is a (major or minor) character in the story.

ironic point of view: a first-person narrator who does not understand the implications of the story.

unreliable narrator: a narrator who misinterprets the story due to prejudice, madness, etc.

naïve narrator: a narrator who is too innocent to understand the story fully.

stream of consciousness: narrative that represents the random process of a character’s thoughts and sense impressions; it may consist largely of sentence fragments.  The term interior monologue is sometimes used as a synonym, but some critics use it to mean a narrative told as if the character were speaking to him- or herself.  In this case, the interior monologue is usually more coherent than stream-of-consciousness narrative.

