Elements of Fiction and Stylistic Devices

REALISM – The creation of an illusion of reality with elements of fiction and style so that the audience responds emotionally as if the events were actually occurring. “What the reader reads on the page is not reality, obviously, but the illusion of reality.” http://www.gsc.edu/humanities/mhorton/courses/S07/ENGL2132/handouts/2132literaryterms.htm
SETTING -- The time and location in which a story takes place is called the setting.  For some stories the setting is very important, while for others it is not.  There are several aspects of a story's setting to consider when examining how setting contributes to a story (some, or all, may be present in a story):

 

    a)  place - geographical location.  Where is the action of the story taking place?

    b)  time - When is the story taking place? (historical period, time of day, year, etc)

    c)  weather conditions - Is it rainy, sunny, stormy, etc?

    d)  social conditions - What is the daily life of the character like? Does the story contain local colour (writing that focuses on the speech, dress, mannerisms, customs, etc. of a particular place)?

    e)  mood or atmosphere - What feeling is created at the beginning of the story?  Is it bright and cheerful or dark and frightening?

PLOT -- It is the sequence of events in a story or play.  The plot is a planned, logical series of events having a beginning, middle, and end.  The short story usually has one plot so it can be read in one sitting.  There are five essential parts of plot:

 

    a)  Introduction - The beginning of the story where the characters and the setting is revealed.

    b)  Rising Action - This is where the events in the story become complicated and the conflict in the story is revealed (events between the introduction and climax).

    c)  Climax - This is the highest point of interest point of the story.  The reader wonders what will happen next; will the conflict be resolved or not? Crisis is the turning point of a story, and determines the outcome of the conflict.

    d)  Falling action - The events and complications begin to resolve themselves.  The reader knows what has happened next and if the conflict was resolved or not (events between climax and denouement).

    e)  Denouement - This is the final outcome or untangling of events in the story.

CONFLICT--   Conflict is essential to plot.  Without conflict there is no plot.  It is the opposition of forces which ties one incident to another and makes the plot move.  Conflict is any form of opposition that faces the main character. Within a short story there may be only one central struggle, or there may be one dominant with minor ones.

        There are Three kinds of conflict:

    1)  Person vs. Nature (physical) - forces of nature.

    2)  Person vs. Others (social) – individuals, or groups.

    4)  Person vs. Self (psychological) -  internal struggle

CHARACTER -- There are two meanings for the word character:

1)  The person in a work of fiction.

2)  The characteristics of a person.

Persons in a work of fiction - Antagonist and Protagonist

Short stories use few characters.  One character is clearly central to the story with all major events having some importance to this character - he/she is the PROTAGONIST.  The opposer of the main character is called the ANTAGONIST.

The Characteristics of a Person -

In order for a story to seem real to the reader its characters must seem real.  Characterization is the information the author gives the reader about the characters themselves.  The author may reveal a character in several ways:

a)  what characters say, think, feel and dream 

b)  what others say about them (including narrator) or how others react to them

c)  what characters do

Characters are convincing if they are:  consistent, motivated, and life-like.

Characters are...

1.  Individual - round, many sided and complex personalities.

2.  Developing - dynamic,  many sided personalities that change, for better or worse, by the end of the story.

3.  Static - Stereotype, have one or two characteristics that never change and are emphasized e.g. brilliant detective, drunk, scrooge, cruel stepmother, etc.

POINT OF VIEW - is defined as the angle from which the story is told.
1.  Innocent Eye - The story is told through the eyes of a child (his/her judgment being different from that of an adult) .

2.  Stream of Consciousness - The story is told so that the reader feels as if they are inside the head of one character and knows all their thoughts and reactions.

3.  First Person - The story is told  by the protagonist or one of the characters who interacts closely with the protagonist or other characters (using pronouns I, me, we, etc).  The reader sees the story through this person's eyes as he/she experiences it and only knows what he/she knows or feels.

4.  Omniscient- The author can narrate the story using the omniscient point of view.  He can move from character to character, event to event, having free access to the thoughts, feelings and motivations of his characters and he introduces information where and when he chooses.  There are two main types of omniscient point of view:

a)  Omniscient Limited - The author tells the story in third person (using pronouns they, she, he, it, etc).  We know only what the character knows and what the author allows him/her to tell us. We can see the thoughts and feelings of characters if the author chooses to reveal them to us.

b)  Omniscient Objective – The author tells the story in the third person.  It appears as though a camera is following the characters, going anywhere, and recording only what is seen and heard.  There is no comment on the characters or their thoughts. No interpretations are offered.  The reader is placed in the position of spectator without the author there to explain.  The reader has to interpret events on his own.

 

THEME – The theme is the author’s view on a topic, and can only be written in a sentence. It is the controlling idea or its central insight. The title of the story usually points to what the writer is saying and he may use various figures of speech to emphasize his theme, such as: symbol, allusion, simile, metaphor, hyperbole, or irony.  

Some simple examples of common themes from literature, TV, and film are:

- things are not always as they appear to be, Love is blind, People are afraid of change

FORESHADOWING: Foreshadowing refers to a clue which suggests a later event in the plot, or the outcome of the story.

PATHOS: The quality in art or literature that evokes sympathy, tenderness, or sorrow in the viewer or reader.

SATIRE A work of literature that aims to expose human or institutional vices with ridiculing humour, and in which a corrective is either implied or directly proposed. Humour can be evoked in many ways outside the satiric approach. It is theorized that laughter has evolved from the growl - it is like a triumphant growl. Hence when we feel superior, or see others behave in an inferior way (clowns, slapstick humour, being made fun of or teased ),  we express the feeling of enjoying a sense of superiority, with a laugh.
SYMBOL - An object of a comparison in which the subject is not given. A symbol is something--a person, object, situation, or action--which operates on two levels, the literal and the symbolic. Whereas an image has one meaning, a symbol has many.     

Note: The ability to recognize and interpret symbols requires experience in literary readings. The story itself must furnish a clue that a detail is to be taken symbolically - by emphasis, repetition, or position. The meaning of a literary symbol must be established and supported by the entire context of the story. 

TONE: the attitudes toward the subject, the audience, characters implied in a literary work. Tone may be formal, informal, judgmental, intimate, solemn, sombre, playful, serious, ironic, condescending, or many another possible attitudes. 

ALLEGORY: a work of fiction in which the symbols, characters, and events come to represent, in a somewhat point-by-point fashion, a different metaphysical, political, or social situation. In Western culture, allegories have often been used for instructive purposes around Christian themes. In some ways Nathaniel Hawthorne's "Young Goodman Brown" is structured as an allegory, as is evident in the character Faith, the Devil offering his snakelike staff, the temptation scene, and so on. Hawthorne skillfully manipulates the conventions of allegory, however, to resist a fixed meaning and create an ending that is open to interpretation.

IRONY - a term with a range of meanings, involving some sort of discrepancy or incongruity. It should not be confused with sarcasm which is simply language designed to cause pain. Irony is used to suggest the difference between appearance and reality, between expectation and fulfillment, the complexity of experience, to furnish indirectly an evaluation of the author's material, and at the same time to achieve compression.

    A. Verbal irony - the opposite is said from what is intended.

    B. Dramatic irony - the contrast between what a character says and what the reader knows to be true.

    C. Irony of situation - discrepancy between appearance and reality, or between expectation and fulfillment, or between what is and what would seem appropriate.

FLASHBACK: A device by which a work presents material that occurred prior to the opening scene of the work. Various methods may be used, among them recollections of characters, narration by the characters, and dream sequences. 

STYLE:   Writers use many devices of style
    * Imagery is the most frequently used device. It is an appeal to any of the senses--taste, touch, sight, sound, and smell. It paints pictures in our mind with vivid description.

    * Figurative language uses words in a nonliteral way, giving them a meaning beyond their ordinary one.

          o Personification gives human traits to animals, nonhuman beings, or inanimate objects: "The trees bowed before the wind."

          o A simile compares two different things, using the words "as," "like," or "than": "The snowbank looked like a huge pile of marshmallow syrup."

          o A metaphor is an implied comparison stating the resemblance between two things: "Her presence was a ray of light in a dark world." 

    * Devices of sound can increase pleasure and clarity. Books which use many such devices should be read aloud. Poetry is particularly rich in such devices.

          o Onomatopoeia is the use of words that sound like their meaning: a skirt "swishes," a bat "cracks," a hasty eater "gulps" his food.
          o Alliteration is repetition of initial consonants: "the soft surge of the sea."

          o Consonance is repetition of consonants sounds anywhere in the words: "The sight of the apple and maple trees pleased the people."

          o Rhyme is the repetition of a stressed sound, usually the final syllable: "His aim was to blame the dame."

          o Assonance is repetition of vowel sounds in a phrase: The owl swept out of the woods and circled the house."

          o Rhythm is the recurring flow of strong and weak beats in a phrase: "Chicka, chicka, boom, boom! Will there be enough room?" Meter is the regular rhythmic pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables found in a line of poetry. The less regular rhythm sometimes found in prose is often called cadence. 

    * Puns and other plays on words add interest and humor: "By the time the milking was finished, the new farmhand was thoroughly cowed." Puns are said to be "the lowest form of wit," but people usually enjoy them even as they groan.

    * Hyperbole is exaggeration: "He was frightened out of his wits." Understatement is the opposite: "He was upset when he learned he had AIDS."

    * Allusion is an indirect reference to something outside the current literary work: "He was a veritable Hercules." The reference may be to something in literature, history, modern culture, or another area. Allusion is often difficult for children to recognize because they lack the necessary background knowledge. The proponents of "cultural literacy" believe that all children should acquire a common fund of knowledge in order to understand allusions.

