Literary Analysis – Fiction

We commonly use the term fiction to describe prose works that tell a story (for example, fairy tales, shorts stories, and novels). In fact, however, many works of literature are “fictional” in the sense that something in them signals that readers may set them apart from the context of real life.

1. What, then, seems fictional about the work, whether imagined or stylized?

2. What ideas do those qualities suggest?

Literature is “aesthetic”; it gives pleasure. The aesthetic quality of literature—its “beauty”—is hard to define and describe. In a sense, it just is. Like various other art forms—music, patterns of color in paintings, photographs of sunsets, dance—literature is an end in itself. The pleasure of literature rests in the way authors use literary conventions, such as metaphor, plot, symbolism, irony, suspense, themes, and poetic language. Taken together, they constitute the form of the work, the order authors impose on their material. Such order is not typical of real life. In real life, events can be random, disconnected, and inconsequential. Problems can remain unresolved. The murderer may not be caught, the cruel parent may continue to be cruel, the economic crisis may persist, the poor but honest youth may not be rewarded. We cannot be aware of all the things that happen to us, much less remember them. Nor do we always know which events are important, which trivial. But literature can give order to events in the form of a plot. Unimportant events are excluded, cause-and-effect relationships established, conflicts resolved. Events are arranged in logical order so that they form a sequence with a beginning, a middle, and an end. Plot is but one of a multitude of ways that artists give order to material. They may also arrange language into patterns, reduce characters to recognizable types, connect details to ideas, elegantly describe setting. In works of literature, all of the elements combine to form an overall order, an overall coherence.

1. What conventions (of language, plot, characterization, etc.) does the author use to give us pleasure?

2. Why does the author’s manipulation of these conventions affect us so strongly?

3. How does the author use pleasurable conventions to communicate ideas and make them appealing?

THE AUTHOR AND HIS/HER TIMES: Born/died; biographical background important to understanding the novel; important family, community, national, and world events that influenced author and work.

PLOT/STRUCTURE/FORM: See story versus plot.
Questions About Plot: Conflict

1. What conflicts does the work dramatize?

2. What is the main conflict? What are minor conflicts? How are all the conflicts related?

3. What causes the conflicts?

4. Which conflicts are external, which internal?

5. Who is the protagonist? Who or what is the antagonist?

6. What qualities or values are associated with each side of the conflict?

7. Where does the climax occur?

8. How is the main conflict resolved? Which conflicts go unresolved?

Other Questions About Plot

1. How are the “story” and “plot” different? Why does the author arrange events out of chronological order? Can you retell the story in chronological order? Does the plot have gaps—events that are omitted or only hinted at in the text. In “Hills Like White Elephants,” for example, we have to guess information about the couple’s relationship before the text begins.

2. If the work has multiple plot lines, what links them together?

3. If the work has embedded or frame stories, how are they related to the main stories?

4. When does the author use summary narration and scenic narration? Is the work primarily one or the other? How do the two kinds of narration complement one another?

5. Does the ending follow logically from the plot? Cam you think of a better or equally good ending?
POINT OF VIEW (NARRATIVE PERSPECTIVE): is the novel written from first person (I), second person, (you, very rare), or third person (he, she)? Is it a reminiscence or recant perspective, written in the present tense or the past tense? If in the first person, is he the protagonist or an observer? If in the third person, is he omniscient (knowing everything), limited omniscient (knowing one character most often), or objective (no subjective commentary by the narrator, but limited omniscience?) Often a character may be autobiographical or reflect the views of the author. Show how this occurs and what he wants to show us.

Questions About Point of View:

Two broad questions about theme are: What subjects does the work address? What does the work seem to say about them—what are its themes?

1. Why did the author choose the work’s point of view? How would the story be changed or affected by a different point of view?

2.What effect does the point of view have on us? If, for example, the point of view is first person, how does this character (rather than author character) affect our reception of the story? How would the story be different if told by another character? If the point of view is objective (dramatic), what do we gain or lose by not being able to enter the character’s minds?

3. If the work includes more than one point of view, how are they different? Why does the author use each one?

4. How reliable is the narrator? If a narrator unreliable, how can you tell what the truth is?

5. What do we learn about human perception from the author’s handling of point of view? Henry James’s third-person limited point of view, for example, often shows people to be blind to the needs and desires of other people and blind to their own nature as well.

6. Who is the narratee (listener or reader)? Is it one person or a group of people inside the story? What characterizes this audience? Why does the narrator tell the story to this audience? If the narratee is not inside the story, does the author or narrator seem to have a special audience in mind? What characterizes this audience?

TONE:
 Author’s attitude toward the subject, characters, and audience. Could be playful, serious, angry, ironic, formal, somber or satiric. A writer could deal with the same subject, plot, and characters, but by adopting different tones, achieve completely different stories. Discuss how the writer creates his tone(s) by the diction, details and techniques he chooses.

Questions about Atmosphere

Atmosphere refers to the emotional reaction that we and—usually—the characters have to the setting of a work. Sometimes the atmosphere is difficult to define, but it is often found or felt in the sensuous quality of the setting. Our emotional reaction to the Hamlin Garland passage is probably pain, discomfort, weariness, and oppression, mainly because of his emphasis on the thermal sense, the sense of hot and cold. Fruitful questions about atmosphere are: 

1. What methods does the author use to create the work’s atmosphere?

2. What does the author achieve by creating this atmosphere?

3. Why does the author create this particular atmosphere?

Sometimes, authors want simply to play upon our emotions- give us chills(gothic), make us weep (romances), stir anxiety(thrillers), Garland’s purpose, however, is more meaningful. He uses atmosphere to raise a philosophical point: Physical environment affects human behavior. Joseph Conrad in Heart of Darkness creates an atmosphere of mystery, foreboding, and imminent danger to reflect his hatred of colonialism and his believe that “civilized” people are capable of terrible deeds. 
CHARACTER: General comments: flat/round characters; Believable? How are they revealed? How complex? Protagonist/antagonist? Then describe 4-6 central characters: name, age, three descriptive adjectives, appearance, personality, function in novel, a short quote that reveals character.

Questions About Characters

1. Are the characters flat or round? What types do they represent? What makes them complex? Do they have traits that contradict one another and therefore cause internal conflicts?

2. Are they dynamic or static? What, if anything, changes about them? What steps do they go through to change?

3. What problems do they have? How do they attempt to solve them? Are they sad, happy, or between?

4. Do they experience epiphanies? When, why, and what do their epiphanies reveal – to themselves, to us? Does what they learn help or hinder them?

5. How do they relate to one another?

6. How do we learn about their inner lives – their conscious and unconscious thoughts, their ambitions, their ideas? Do they have speech mannerisms, gestures, or modes of dress that reveal their inner selves? What narrative devices does the author employ to render characters’ thoughts?
SETTING: Where and when does this narrative occur? How is the environment describes? Any symbolic meanings in the settings? What ATMOSPHERE is created by the setting?

Thinking on Paper about Setting

1. Mark descriptions of physical place Underline telling words and phrases.

2. Characterize physical locales, such as houses, rooms, and outdoor areas.

3. Explain the connection of physical place to one or more of the characters.

4. Arrange key events in chronological order. Indicate when each event occurs.

5. Mark passages where a character’s emotional state affects the way the passage of time is presented to us. 

6. Explain how historical circumstances and characters are important.

7. Lit the thoughts and actions of characters that seem to typify the social environment of the work. They drink heavily, go to church, obey rules of etiquette, gamble, throw parties, get in fights, cheat in business, wander restlessly, and so forth.

8. Mark scenes in which the narrator or characters express approval or disapproval of these patterns of behavior.

9. Explain how these patterns influence characters.

10. List traits of the atmosphere.

Questions About Place

Facts about place: First get the details of the physical setting clear in your mind.

1. Where does the action take place? On what planet, in what country or locale?

2. What sensuous qualities does the author give to the setting? That is, what does it look like, sound like, feel like?

3. Do you receive a dominant impression about the setting? What is the impression, and what caused it?

Questions About Time

Historical Period: 

1.  First, at what period in history does the action take place?

Passage of time:

2. How long does it take for the action to occur?

3. How many days, hours, weeks, years are involved?

4. What clues, the, indicate how much time passes?

5. Is the passage of time related to characterization and theme?

6. If the author seems to obscure how much time is passing, why?

7. Does the author use time as a structuring device?

Perception of time:

8. How is the passage of time perceived?

9. What, then, is the relationship between the length of narrated events and the amount of time in which they occur?

10. Is the author purposely slowing down or speeding up our perception of time? If so, why?

11. What mental states or internal conflicts does a character’s perception of time reveal?
THEMES: Identify at least three major themes: What universal truths is the author concerned with? (Jealousy, love, hatred is built on misunderstanding; love is necessary but also irrational) Express the theme in a phrase or sentence. How are the themes revealed in the novel?

The truth of literature is the most important “place” to look for meaning in literature. The following questions encapsulate the points we have made here about the truth in literature.

Theme deals with four areas of human experience:  

· The Nature of humanity-What image of humankind emerges from the work?

· The nature of society-Is the society flawed? Is it like-enhancing or life-destroying? Are characters in conflict with society?

· The nature of humankind’s relationship with the world- Fate vs. Destiny? Are character’s controlled or in control of their destinies?

· The nature of our ethical responsibilities- What are the moral conflicts in the work? Are they clear cut or ambiguous? Who is the moral center (the character that the author sees as clearly right and good)? If there isn’t one, why?

1. What ideas does the author state directly?

2. How are the characters typical of human behavior? What ideas do they espouse or seem to represent? Which characters—and thus the ideas associated with them—predominate at the end of the work?

3. What ideas are associated with places and other physical properties?

4. Authors sometimes signal ideas through devices like titles, names, and epigraphs. (An epigraph is a pertinent quotation put at the beginning of work or chapter). Examples of suggestive titles are The Grapes of Wrath (taken from a line in “The Battle Hymn of the Republic”), All the King’s Men (from the nursery rhyme “Humpty Dumpty”), Pride and Prejudice, Great Expectations, and Measure for Measure. What ideas seem embedded in titles, chapter heads, epigraphs, names, and other direct indications of authors’ ideas?

5. What do other works by the author suggest about the meaning of this work?

6. As with Björn Kurtén and Jessamyn West (discussed above), authors sometimes comment on their own work. What light does such comment shed on the ideas in the work?

7. What feelings does the work elicit in each of us? What do we experience in the work that we have never gone through? What have we experienced that the work brings powerfully to life?
Questions about Social Environment

Often the social environment represented in a work is of little importance. There may even be virtually no social environment. When it is important, however, it affects interpretations of the work.

1.What, then, is the social environment portrayed in the work – the manners, mores, customs, rituals, and codes of conduct of a society?

2. What does the author seem to think about them? (Approving? Ambivalent? Disapproving?)

3. How do they affect the character?
STYLE: How does the novelist make his ideas come alive? What are his techniques? Make a few general comments before delving into the specific element of style below.

DICTION: Analyze the novelist’s word choices.

1. First discuss the work in general: Is the language formal, neutral, or informal? Explain and give a example. Does the writer use lots of imagery? Metaphoric or ironic devices? Is the language plain? Flowery? Concise? Strong? Lewd, crude, rude or shrewd? Does diction indicate social status, education, region? Are the sounds cacophonous (k, t, p, ch, ow) or euphonous (m, s, she, I, wash)? Does this seem patterned or random?

2. SELECT THREE PASSAGES from three different plot segments. Copy or Xerox them. Referring to the passage, discuss specific diction choices; how does diction help define character, set tone

What is Literature? Questions:

Language is one of the “places” we can look for meaning in literature. Be alert to how writers convey ideas in their subtle and complex language.

1. How does an author us language to signal ideas?

2. What seems significant about such thngs as the author’s choice of words (diction), ways of constructing sentences (syntax), word sounds, repetitions of key words and phrases, archaisms of diction or syntax (as in language that echoes the King James Bible or Shakespeare)?

SYNTAX: Analysis of sentence and phrase patterns.

1. Make some general observations: Do some characters ramble on? String together phrases? Speak in fragments? Form their thoughts carefully? Are the sentences simple, compound, complex, compound/complex? Loose, periodic, inverted? What’s common, what’s rare?

2. Select three passages from three different characters (can be the same as diction selections.) Focus on how writer’s syntax helps to define the character and set the tone.

IMAGERY: Words or phrases that appeal to the five senses – most commonly visual. Look for recurrent images in the story (ex: light/darkness, clothing; water; sounds; nauseating odors; bees; birds) Offer direct quotes from the novel and describe how they are used.

SYMBOLISM: When an image is used to suggest complex or multiple meanings (hawk for war, dove for peace, swan from stately beauty) it becomes a symbol. Point out images in the novel that are used as symbols – quote or refer to each directly. Discuss how they are used. Is the work highly symbolic?

Questions about Symbolism

Not every work uses symbols and not every character, incident, or object in a work has symbolic value. You should ask the fundamental question:

1. What symbols does the work seem to have? You should, however, beware of finding “symbols” where none were intended. A second question, then, is necessary to the believability of any interpretation based on symbols:

2. What makes you think that certain things in the work are symbols? (That is, how does the author signal that they are symbolic?) Once you answer this question you can move on to a third and more interesting question:

3. What does the symbol mean?

In Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms, for example, the following dialogue between Frederic Henry and Catherine Barkley suggests that Hemingway intended a symbolic meaning for rain; it also suggests what the symbol represents:

[Frederic says] “It’s raining hard.”


“And you’ll always love me, won’t you?” [Catherine replies]


“Yes.”


“And the rain won’t make any difference?”


“No.”


“That’s good. Because I’m afraid of the rain.”


“Why?...Tell me.”


“All right. I’m afraid of the rain because sometimes I see me dead in it.”


“No.”


“And sometimes I see you dead in it. . . It’s all nonsense. It’s only nonsense. I’m not afraid of the rain. I’m not afraid of the rain. Oh, oh, God. I wish I wasn’t. She was crying. I comforted her and she stopped crying. But outside it kept on raining. (125-26)

Thinking on Paper about Symbolism

1. List the symbols in the work.

2. State why you think the objects are meant as symbols.

3. Mark the descriptions or episodes that give the symbols meaning.

4. List each symbol’s possible meaning
FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE (TROPES): Language that is not literal. Metaphoric devices link meaning; most common are METAPHOR, SIMILE, PERSONIFICATION AND ALLUSION. Point our examples (use quotes) and how they are used. Does the writer rely heavily on these devices? See Lit. Terms.
IRONIC DEVICES: Seek to obscure meaning; often employed in comedy and satire, most common are verbal, situations, and dramatic IRONY, PARADOX, OXYMORON, EUPHEMISM, HYPERBOLE, UNDERSTATEMENT, LITOTES, AND DOUBLE ENTENDRE. Point out examples using quotes and discuss how and how much writer uses these devices.

Questions about Irony

1. What are the ironies in the work?

2. How are the ironies important?

3. What are their implications?

An example of a work whose ironies suggest themes is Shirley Jackson’s short story “The Lottery”. The setting seems like everyone’s nostalgic image of the ideal American small town, with its agricultural economy, central square, post office, country store, cranky old men, gossipy housewives, laconic farmers, mischievous children, settled routine, and friendly atmosphere. But the townspeople commit horrible deeds. What might Jackson be hinting at with this strange juxtaposition? Do “normal” American communities conduct “lotteries” to destroy innocent people? Yes, perhaps. Not as it’s done in the story but with equal arbitrariness and cruelty. If this is one of her themes, she makes it more emphatic through irony than direct comment. She shocks us into rethinking our own ways of life.

Thinking on Paper about Irony

1. Mark examples of verbal irony, either by the narrator or other characters. Explain how a character’s verbal irony helps characterize him or her. 

2. Mark episodes in which a character’s beliefs and expectations are contradicted by reality. Explain the importance to characterization of these episodes.

3. List instances of situational irony; identify people, for example, whom we expect to behave in one way but who behave quite differently. Explain the importance to theme of these instances.
MEMORABLE QUOTES: 4-6; quote the line or line fragment (“To be or not to be…”) and discuss its significance to the character and work.

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND ANALYSIS: Did you enjoy the novel? Why or why not? Strengths and weaknesses? What questions do you have? Does any facet remind you of other works you’ve read? What critical reviews did you find valuable? Major insights – jot them down.

NOTE: Some of the works we read are translations, but accept this and deal with the language of the translation.

