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Chapter 1
Introduction

1. 1 Composition of Modern English Novels

Fiction is the kind of imaginative literature many
people are most familiar with;it is the form that sells
best,is publicized most widely, and is usually the most
straightforward to read. Fiction is a generic term and in-
cludes short stories,novellas and novels. This book will
be focusing mainly on novels written in late 80s of the
20th century.

From the point of view of linguistics, the language
in novels is also a discourse. According to MacCabe, no-
vel contains a*“hierarchy”of levels of discourse: the dis-

course of the narrator,and the discourse of the charac-

| .
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ters(1979). The narrative discourse provides a “window
on reality”. It presents the world of the text to the read-
er as if it were part of exterior reality, situating the
events and the characters of the novel as if they were in
the real world. So the narrator can present the charac-
ter.

Generally speaking, “the narrator” in a novel can
take the first person or third person. Second person nar-
ration is very seldom used as it means that the author
can only address one person. The first person:I saw... 1
felt... 1 did... The “I” in the story is not the author but
a character that the author has created to tell the sto-
ry. This character is known as the narrator or storytell-
er.

Unlike first person narrator, third person narrator
does not take part in the story. The narrator is outside
the story and refers to the characters either by name or
in the third person, e. g. he felt... she thought... they
did... Third person narrators are very powerful and can
order the action as they please. Third person narrator
can be divided into the omniscient narrator, the limited

narrator and the impersonal narrator.

| 2 |



© Chapter 1 Introduction

The following is an extract from a novel written by
means of the first person:
I knew as I watched Harry mindlessly
burrowing into the sports section of the News
that the moment had come to make a break for
freedom. I had to say it. I had to say “Good-

b2

bye Suddenly I pushed back my chair,
choked out a rather faint “So long, Harry”
through a last mouth ful of toast ,stumbled to

my suitcase and out the door...

“I” herein is a character in the novel named Alice,
who,due to in harmony with her husband, Harry, was
unable to maintain their marital life and, after a break-
fast,announced to live apart on her own.

If the above description about Alice and Harry was
given by means of “the omniscient narrator”, the words
would be completely different:

Sometimes an apparently insignificant
moment brings to a head all of those unre-
solved problems we face in our daily

lives. Such was the case with Harry and Alice

that morning as they sat at break fast over
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their cof fee and toast. They seemed perfectly

matched , but in reality, they merely main-

tained marital harmony by avoiding bringing

up anything unpleasant... She arose and ,with

a hal f~whispered *“ So long, Harry”, she

walked to the suitcase, picked it up ,and went

out sleaving the door open...

“The omniscient narrator” herein started the de-
scription with a philosophic comment and introduced the
characters Harry and Alice. The narrator is the
“spokesman” of the writer,instead of a character in the
novel. He takes the status of “knowing everything”,not
being limited by the time and location of the scenario in
the novel.

The narration is totally different by means of the
limited omniscient narrator:

Harry glanced quickly at the Cubs score

in the News only to be disappointed by anoth-

er loss. They were already writing , “Wait till

next year.”’ It was just another bit of depres-

sion to add to his worries about the McVeigh

contract... “Now where is that woman,’ he
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thought ,as he trudged over ,annoyed,to open

the door. But the emptiness had already en-

tered .dri fting by him unnoticed ,into the fur-

thest reaches of the house.

As the point of view in such a description or depic-
tion was based on one character,it has a certain limita-
tion.

The following is by means of the impersonal narra-
tor:

A man and a woman sat at op posite sides

of a chrome and vinyl dinette table... The man

was hal f hidden by the sports section of the

morning paper The News. The woman was

sitting tensely , starting at what she could see

of her husband... Suddenly, she pushed back

her chair,saying almost inaudibly ,“so long ,

Harry.” She walked quickly to the suitcase,

picked it up sand went out the door ,leaving it

open...

It can be seen from the above analysis that persons
and the point of view in description or depiction have di-

rect influence on the selection of elements of the lan-
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guage. Therefore,we should not ignore it in analysis of
the language characteristics in novels.

Novels typically contain conversations between
characters, and they look like real life conversa-
tion. Conversations in novels can be further divided into
monologue and conversation. Seeking for personalization
of speeches for characters is the notable characteristics
of the language in novels. The so-called personalization
of speeches for characters means to let a character say
as he/she is, expressing his/her thought, status, cul-
ture, experience and personality through his/her own
speeches. The language is the window to the heart. It is
through the conversations between characters that read-
ers know better about different characters in a
novel. Therefore, conversations are one of the most
parts of the language in a novel. The following is an ex-
tract of Guy de Maupassant’s novel—The Necklace.

She removed the wraps, which covered

her shoulders ,be fore the glass ,so as once more

to see hersel f in all her glory. But suddenly

she uttered a cry.She had no longer the neck-

lace around her neck! Her husband , already
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hal f~undressed ,demanded :

“What is the matter with you?”

She turned madly towards him ;

“I have—I have—1I've lost Mme.
Forestier’s necklace.”

He stood up ,distracted.

“What! —How? —Impossible!”

And they looked in the folds of the
dress sinthe folds of her cloak ,in her pockets ,
everywhere. They did not find it.

He asked : “You're sure you had it on
when you left the ball?”

“Yes. I felt it in the vestibule of the pal-
ace.”

“But if you had lost it in the street we
should have heard it fall. It must be in the
cab.”

“Yes. Probably. Did you take his num-
ber?”

“No. And you .didn’t you notice it?”

“No.”
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Here,the author embedded the dialogues to narrate
the story. Description by means of the conversational
language can shorten the gap between the writer and the
readers, being easy to get sympathetic response. So the
proper insertion of the dialogue can make the language
vivid, vigorous,more full of dramatics.

Conversations in a novel are never the ornament to
the chapters and sections in the novel. They must be
helpful to the scenario of the story. In other words, the
part of conversation and the part of description in a no-
vel must be linked up naturally and closely. Moreover,
the dialogue in the novel must reflect the person’s char-
acter,and work up“the speech such as its person”. The
style of the personal language should keep consistence
with his social status, culture, occupation, personality,
etc. Hence, the choosing of words and phrase construc-
tions in fictional conversation is different with the nar-
rative part in language style. The following extract is a
good example from Zora Neal Hurston’s novel Their
Evyes Were Watching God :

Long before the year was up , Janie no-

ticed that her husband had stopped talking in



