Character and Characterization

The people in a fictional text are known as characters. They are usually, presented through their actions, speech and thoughts as well as by description. Characterization is the way in which the author presents his or her characters. We usually distinguish between two kinds of characterization:

If the reader is told about a character's personality directly by the author, another character or by the character him- or herself, we speak of explicit characterization if the reader is expected to draw conclusions about a character by studying his or her behaviour, opinions, choice of words and/or way of talking, we speak of implicit characterization.
Examples: Mr Pignati, a character in the novel The Pigman, is a sad and lonely, old man; the reader can learn of this through different methods: a friend of John's says of Mr Pignati: "He sounded like such a nice old man, but terribly lonely" (explicit characterization), and: "Mr. Pignati raised his head slowly and looked at us, tears pouring down his face" (implicit characterization).

Useful phrases: The author characterizes X as .. ; the main character; a major/ minor character.

Narrator and point of view (I)

The author of a narrative text (e.g. a novel or a short story) has to decide who is going to tell the story; he or she has to choose a narrator through whose eyes the: reader is going to see the events.

If the narrator refers to himself or herself  as “I” and is a character in the story, we talk of a first-person narrator. The reader is only told what that particular character experiences, knows or thinks. Since a first-person narrator does not know everything, he or she has a limited point of view.

Useful phrases: The narrator guides the reader / drives home his/her point / reinforces the message ...; 

... by commenting on the events, e.g. .. ; .. by presenting X’s thoughts on ...

Narrator and Point of view (II)
If the narrator is not a character in the story but exists outside of the story and refers to the characters as "he", "she" or "they"' or by their names we talk of a third-person narrator. A third-person narrator may know everything about the characters or the development of the story: in this case the point of view is unlimited. However, most narrators will tell the reader only certain details about the characters and the story.

Useful phrases: The author tells the story mainly from X's point of view / uses a(n)  (un)limited point of view / presents the action in a rather neutral way ... .. which means ... / ...which leads to ... / which results in ...

Imagery

When a writer or speaker refers to something by appealing to our senses, we say that person is using irony. Images are meant to stimulate the imagination of the reader or listener and give him or her a new perspective on a particular topic. Images can take many forms. Similes, metaphors and symbols as well as any non-literal (i.e. figurative) use of language all fall into the category of imagery.

Metaphor

When a comparison is made between two things which are basically quite unlike one another, this is called a metaphor. A metaphor never uses the words "as" or "like" to make the comparison.

Example: If someone shows no sympathy for others, one could say that they have  a "heart of stone" - the human heart has always been associated with feelings, whereas stones are hard objects without emotions.

Simile 

Like a metaphor  a simile is a type of comparison. But while a  metaphor says that something is something else, a simile says that something is like something else and uses words “like” or “as”.

Examples: The old woman had hair like snow. – To the little boy, the elephant as high as a mountain.

Symbol

A symbol is a word or phrase which signifies something that stands not only for itself but also for a certain idea. As in the case of a metaphor or a simile, the meaning of a symbol goes beyond the literal.

Example: She is my queen, my star, my rose. (Metaphor) - My love is like a rose. (Simile) - He gave his girl a rose and asked her: "Will you marry me?" ("Rose" used as a symbol)

Useful phrases: Something is a symbol of ...; sth. symbolizes ...; sth. is symbolic of ...

Alliteration

The repetition of a sound, normally a consonant, at the beginning of neighbouring words, or of stressed syllables within such words, to produce a usually rhythmic, sometimes also comic effect is called alliteration. 

Example: Round the rugged rock the ragged rascal ran.

Personification

Personification is the technique of representing animals or objects as if they were human beings or possessed human qualities.

Example: The cloud of toxic gases crept up secretly on the unsuspecting town. 

Useful phrases: Something is personified; the author uses personification to ...

Parallelism

Parallelism is the deliberate repetition of a similar or identical form in different sentences or parts of sentences.

Irony

Irony is the term used when a person makes fun of somebody or something without openly doing so. A person using irony may use certain words and actually mean the opposite of what those words normally mean. Also, one may appear to support somebody, or something while at the same time making it clear (e.g. by one's tone of voice or through one's choice of words) that one is actually criticizing or revealing the contradictions in the other person's behaviour. When irony is used in a hurting way, we often speak of sarcasm.

Examples: What an idyllic place! (Said of a heavily polluted landscape.) Oh, I see, you didn't know this is a non-smoking compartment! (When there are signs everywhere saying it is.)

Useful phrases: bitter/gentle irony; a touch of irony; a person or a statement is ironic; it is ironic that ...

biting/mild sarcasm; a person or a statement is sarcastic; say something sarcastically

Denotation and Connotation

If you look up a word in the dictionary, you will find a definition of that word. This is the definition. But through people's experiences other ideas or feelings can be associated with that word. In this case we speak of connotations.

Example: The word "forest" means "an area of land covered with trees" - this is its denotation. However, a forest may have connotations of fear, mystery or peacefulness, depending on the individual's experience.

Useful phrases: Something has a lot of negative/positive connotations; something connotes a number of things to most people

Exaggeration and Understatement

An exaggeration is a strong understatement. It may be used to create either a serious or comic effect. A single phrase containing an exaggeration is also called hyperbole.

The opposite device is understatement, i.e. the deliberate presentation of something as being much less important, valuable, etc. than it really is. Understatement is often used for ironic effect.

Examples: Your suitcase weighs a ton (i.e. is very heavy - the statement is an exaggeration). Rockefeller wasn't exactly a poor man (an understatement, since he was extremely rich).

Tone

Every writer treats his or her topic in a way that reflects his or her emotional attitude towards that subject and the reader. This is called the tone. The tone of a text can be formal, intimate, solemn, playful, serious, ironic, sarcastic, humorous, angry, arrogant, simple, etc.

Plot

The author of a fictional text usually arranges the events according to cause and effect. The resulting structure is called the plot. A good plot will have some element of suspense and hold the reader's attention. Normally the plot develops in a number of stages:

1. the exposition, in which the characters, theme, etc. are introduced; 

2. rising action, in which a conflict between two forces is developed; 

3. a climax when the conflict reaches its highest point;

4. a turning point, in which there is a change in the conflict or suspense; 

5. falling action, in which there is a reduction of suspense;

6. the denouement, also known as the solution, when the conflict is resolved. Instead of a denouement there may be an open ending, in which the conflict is not resolved and the reader is left wondering what might happen next, or a surprise ending, where the reader's expectations that have been built up in the course of the story are not fulfilled but instead a surprising solution of the conflict is presented.

Poem

A poem is a piece of creative writing structured by lines, metre and rhythm. The metre results from the conscious arrangement of stressed and unstressed syllables in a regular pattern. One unit of stressed and unstressed syllables is called a foot. When reading a poem aloud one may find that the natural rhythm of speech does not always correspond with the metre. The lines of a poem are often arranged into groups called stanzas. To emphasize the structure and to create certain effects, traditional poets frequently make use of rhyme, usually at the end of lines. The resulting pattern is called the rhyme scheme; letters are used to mark the rhyme scheme.

Example: The first stanza of Robert Frost's poem "The Road not Taken" has  the  rhyme  scheme  a b a a b.

Useful phrases: The first/second line/stanza describes .. ; the structure of the poem/stanza serves to ... / helps to .. ; the speaker of/in the poem recalls ... , confesses his/her feelings about ...

Short story

There is no generally accepted definition of the short story that clearly separates it from other narrative text forms like the novel.

Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849), who is often said to have invented the genre, said that a short story could “be read in one sitting” – but so can some short novels.

However, there are some elements that can be regarded as characteristic. Most short stories concentrate on one character, situation, dilemma or problem. Unlike in a novel, in a short story the characters, the situation, etc. are not fully developed; the focus is on the single aspect which undergoes a change in the course of a story. The story’s exposition, falling action and denouement may be very short or even nonexistent.

