Vocabulary and phrases for text interpretation

No.1 : (Fiction) The short story

 

1. Structure:

 

The short story consists of three parts:

a) the exposition

b) the main part

c) the denouement

 

The exposition is the first part of a short story. The function of the exposition is to introduce the main characters (or: protagonists), to give the reader an idea of the atmosphere in the story, to introduce the theme (or: topic) of the story and to show its setting.

For example, in Isaac Asimov´s "The Fun They Had", the exposition lets us know that the main characters are Margie and Tommy, that the atmosphere is not unusual (this is not a thriller or a horror story, where we could expect a different atmosphere), that the theme of the story has something to do with school and that the story is set in the future.

 

In the main part of every short story, the plot (or: action) develops from the rising action to the climax and then to the falling action. Usually, the story gets more interesting and the atmosphere gets more exciting from the rising action to the climax and then, with the falling action, the plot and the atmosphere become a little less exciting.

For example, in Isaac Asimov´s "The Fun They Had", the action rises up to the point where Margie finds out about the "old" school and gets interested in the book (which she found boring at first). So the climax is somewhere between lines 43 and 62. After that, with Margie´s mother calling her to school and Margie doing her maths, we have the falling action.

 

The denouement is often the shortest of the three parts. It is the end of the short story and solves the problem or question that the short story is about. In many short stories, the denouement is surprising, exciting or even shocking.

 

2. Characters and characterization

 

Short stories, novels and other fictional texts do not deal with real people - they deal with characters. The most important character is called the protagonist (or: main character; hero) of the story. When we read works of fiction, we often look closely at characterization - that is, we try to find out by which means an author characterizes the various characters in the story and whether they are characterized as, for example, good or bad "people", as unscrupulous, helpful, friendly, etc. [In "Locker 160", Karen is clearly characterized as an unscrupulous protagonist.] 

The author can use different means of characterization. Most importantly, he may use direct characterization or indirect characterization. In direct characterization, the author tells us quite clearly what kind of character we are reading about. [He can say, for example: "Karen was a cruel girl who liked to play nasty tricks on her class mates."] When the author uses indirect characterization, he shows us what sort of character we are looking at by his choice of words in describing the character´s actions, in what the character himself says or in what other characters say about him. So a protagonist may be characterized by his actions or his own words. 

 

3. The narrator and the point of view

 

Every short story or novel has a narrator who lets the reader see the action in the story through his eyes, from his point of view. The narrator is, of course, not the same as the author. The author uses the narrator to tell us his story and to tell it from a certain point of view. [In "The Fun They Had", Isaac Asimov is not actually there, watching Margie and Tommy. Nor, in "Locker 160", is Lee Busselmann the same person as Karen: Lee Busselmann is the author; Karen is the protagonist - and, at the same time, the narrator.]

There are three basic types of narrators:

a) The omniscient narrator - he sees not only what the characters do, he can see into their heads and knows what they think and how they feel. He knows everything in the story.

(Sometimes he tells us only what one character feels and thinks - in this case, we talk about "selective omniscience". [That is what we have in "The Fun They Had"])

b) The I-narrator (or: first person narrator) tells us the story from the point of view of one of the characters in the story, usually from the protagonist´s point of view. In this case, the pronouns "I" and "we" are used to let us feel "inside" the character/narrator. [That is what we can find in "Locker 160"]

c) The observer narrator seems to be with the characters in the story. He can see what they are doing and hear what they are saying. (Of course, the characters cannot see the narrator.) However, the observer narrator is not omniscient: He cannot tell us what the characters think and how they feel. We must decide that from the information provided by indirect characterization.

 

Writing a Composition

	Persönliche Meinung
	

	In my opinion/To my mind you can say that ...
	Meiner Meinung nach

	It seems to me that this is not the solution to ...
	Es scheint mir

	As far as I can see .../The way I see it .../In my view ...
	Meiner Meinung nach

	I’m (absolutely) convinced that ...
	überzeugt

	It is completely/totally/absolutely/utterly wrong to believe that ...
	völlig/ganz und gar

	He is thoroughly/entirely wrong when he claims ...
	völlig

	The author is terribly/greatly mistaken in his conception of ...
	sich gewaltig irren

	I maintain that ...
	Ich bleibe dabei, dass

	Eigene Einstellung
	

	Surely/Obviously/Doubtlessly it is wrong to say that ...
	Sicherlich/offensichtlich/zweifel–los

	Funnily enough/Strangely the writer defends his idea although ...
	Komischerweise/Seltsamerweise

	Fortunately/Luckily this is not the only argument against ...
	Glücklicherweise

	Unfortunately/Regrettably he fails to acknowledge that ...
	Leider

	Honestly/Frankly/Generally speaking his propo​sals are stupid.
	Ehrlich/Offen/Allgemein gesagt

	Argumente strukturieren
	

	Firstly ... secondly ...  finally...
	Erstens ... zweitens ... schließlich

	First of all/To begin with I would like to ...
	Zunächst einmal

	In addition/Moreover/Besides/Furthermore you can’t deny that ...
	Darüberhinaus; leugnen

	Another significant reason/advantage/consequence is ...
	Ein weiterer

	This brings us to the question of whether ...
	Daraus ergibt sich die Frage, ob 

	It is worth stating at this point that ...
	An dieser Stelle sollte man darauf hinweisen

	But above all ...
	Aber vor allem

	Gegensatz
	

	On the one hand ... on the other hand
	Auf der einen … anderen Seite

	We mustn’t forget, however, that ...
	jedoch

	All the same/Nevertheless, it is wrong to say that ...
	Trotzdem

	Despite all those arguments we still face the problem that ...
	Trotz

	In contrast to/As opposed to/Unlike the writer I think ...
	Im Gegensatz zu

	Contrary to the popular idea/notion (Vorstellung) ...
	Entgegen

	It is true that ... but it is definitely wrong to say that ...
	Zwar ... aber

	Logische Folge
	

	So/Therefore/That’s why we can’t simply assume (annehmen) that ...
	Deshalb

	All this goes to show that we can’t simply assume that ....
	All dies zeigt nur, dass

	From all this it follows that ...
	Aus all dem folgt, dass

	Schluss
	

	To conclude/In conclusion/As a result you can safely say that ...
	Zusammenfassend, als Ergebnis

	All in all I therefore reject the view that ...
	Alles in allem

	To sum up I’m seriously opposed to the writer’s position that ...
	Zusammenfassend

	In sum/In brief I cannot accept the suggestion that ...
	Kurz gesagt

	Weighing the pros and cons one comes to the conclusion that ...
	Wenn man das Für und Wider abwägt


