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FICTION: AN OVERVIEW

Fiction (from the Latin fictio, “a shaping, a counterfeiting”) is a name
for stories not entirely factual, but at least partially shaped, made up,
imagined. It is true that in some fiction such as a historical novel, a writer
draws upon factual information in presenting scenes, events, and
characters, but the factual information in a historical novel, unlike that in a
history book, is of secondary importance.

“Why should we spend precious time on works of imagination while life is
as short as it is, with so many pressing demands on our time, with books of
imformation, instruction, and discussion waiting to be read?” The eternal
answers to that fundamental question are two: entertainment and
instruction. Entertainment is the first aim and justification of reading fiction.
But, fiction, and literature in general, must give something more than
pleasure to justify itself as a subject of college study. The experience of
humankind through the ages is that literature may furnish, through the
depiction of imagined experiences, authentic insights. Hence, there are two
kinds of fiction: fiction for escape, which takes us away from the real world,
enabling us to temporarily forget our troubles, and fiction for interpretation,
which takes us, deeper into the world, enabling us to understand our trouble.

A fictional story must have characters. Characters can be humans or
animals or natural forces or some abstract concepts animated or personified.
The principal character is protagonist , and the character that opposes to the
protagonist is antagonist. A flat (or static ) character does not change in
the course of the story. A special kind of flat character is the stock character
—the stereotyped figure who has occurred so often in fiction that his nature is
immediately known. A round (or developing, or dynamic) character
develops and thus changes. A basic plan for a story is to show the change in
the protagonist as the result of a crucial situation in his life, When this is
done in an interpretive story, the change is likely to be the surest clue to the
story’s meaning. To state and explain the change will be the best way to get
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at the point (or theme ) of the story.

Actions the characters take in a novel constitute the series of events that
together constitute the plot. Plot is the sequence of incidents or events of
which a story is composed. Conceivably, a plot presents a conflict , a clash
of actions, ideas, desires, or wills. In some stories, the conflict is single,
clear-cut, and easily identifiable. In others, it is multiple, various and
subtle. Suspense (or “cliffthanger” in old serial stories) is the quality in a
story that makes readers ask “What’s going to happen next?” or “How will
this turn out?” and impels them tp read on to find the answers to these
questions. Suspense is the greatest when the readers’ curiosity is combined
with anxiety about the fate of some characters. Closely connected with
suspense is surprise. Surprise is pronounced when the story departs radically
from the reader’s expectation. In the short story such radical departure is
most often found in a surprise ending: one that reveals a sudden new turn or
twist. Traditionally, a novelist begins his story with exposition to provide a
certain amount of information about what had already happened. It is the
conflict Cor tension) that pushes the story forward. The story reaches its
climax when the conflict between the protagonist and the antagonist reaches
its highest tension (crisis) and the resolution is achieved. After the climax
the story reaches its denouement where the complications are unraveled.

It is the author who wrote the story, but it is the narrator who tells the
story. The narrator may be a participant or nonparticipant in the story. When
the narrator is cast as a participant in the events of the story, he or she is a
dramatized character who says “I” (the first person point of view ). If the
narrator is not a participant and refers to the characters using pronouns
“he,” “she, onparticipant does not appear in the story as a character but
whose knowledge is unlimited, we say the story is written in the omniscient
point of vew. This narrator is free to go wherever he wishes, to peer inside
the minds and hearts of characters at will and tell us what they are thinking
and feeling. In the limited omniscient point of view, the author tells the story
in the third operson, but he tells it through the mind and eyes of this
particular character.

In conveying that theme through story telling, the writer may assume
certain attitude, commonly called tone , toward the subject. The tone of a

« 002 -



story may communicate amusement, anger, affection, sorrow, contempt. It
implies the feeling of the author. The writer reveals his feeling (or attitude)
through the style ,» the way he uses the language. The notion of style includes
such traits as the length and complexity of sentences, and diction (choice of
words), habitual use of imagery, figures of speech, symbols, and other
devices.

Most successful stories are characterized by compression: saying as
much as possible and as briefly as possible. Two important techniques
authors usually employ are symbol and irony. A literary symbol can be an
object, a person, an action, or some other item that means more than what it
is. The ability to recognize and interpret symbols is essential for a full
understanding of literature. Beginning readers should be alert for symbolic
meanings. Irony involves some sort of discrepancy or incongruity. Irony must
not be confused with sarcasm, which is simply language designed to cause
pain. There are three kinds of irony. Verbal irony , the simplest, is a figure of
speech in which the opposite is said from what is intended. The discrepancy
is between what is said and what is meant. In dramatic irony the contrast is
between what the character says and what the reader knows to be true. The
value of this kind of irony lies in the comment it implies on the speaker or the
speakers’ expectation. In irony of situation, the discrepancy is between
appearance and reality, or between expectation and fulfillment. Like
symbolism, irony enables the writer to gain power with economy.

Fiction is commonly divided into three main genres: novel, short story,
and novelette. Novel has a wide variety of categories such as epistolary
novel, sentimental novel, the Gothic novel, historical novel, sociological
novel, psychological novel, saga novel, picturesque novel, detective novel,
and novel of adventure and thriller. Short story is one of the most elusive
forms. It may be argued that the forefathers of short stories are myth,
legend, parable, fairy tale, fable, anecdote, and exemplum. A novelette is
shorter than a novel but longer than a short story. Like reading other two
genres of literature, fiction reading both entertains and instructs. Full
entertainment and instruction come only from a reader’s active participation
in the process of reading experience.
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Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804 — 1864)

The Minister’s Black Veil

The sexton stood in the porch of Milford meeting-house, pulling busily at the
bell-rope. The old people of the village came stooping along the street. Children,
with bright faces, tripped merrily beside their parents, or mimicked a graver gait, in
the conscious dignity of their Sunday clothes. Spruce bachelors looked sidelong at
the pretty maidens, and fancied that the Sabbath sunshine made them prettier than
on week days. When the throng had mostly streamed into the porch, the sexton
began to toll the bell, keeping his eye on the Reverend Mr. Hooper’s door. The first
glimpse of the clergyman’s figure was the signal for the bell to cease its summons.

“But what has good Parson Hooper got upon his face?” cried the sexton in
astonishment.

All within hearing immediately turned about, and beheld the semblance of Mr.
Hooper, pacing slowly his meditative way towards the meeting house. With one
accord they started, expressing more wonder than if some strange minister were
coming to dust the cushions of Mr. Hooper’s pulpit.

“Are you sure it is our parson?” inquired Goodman Gray of the sexton.
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“Of a certainty it is good Mr. Hooper,” replied the sexton. “He was to have
exchanged pulpits with Parson Shute, of Westbury; but Parson Shute sent to excuse
himself yesterday, being to preach a funeral sermon.”

The cause of so much amazement may appear sufficiently slight. Mr. Hooper,
a gentlemanly person, of about thirty, though still a bachelor, was dressed with due
clerical neatness, as if a careful wife had starched his band, and brushed the
weekly dust from his Sunday’s garb. There was but one thing remarkable in his
appearance. Swathed about his forehead, and hanging downover his face, so low
as to be shaken by his breath, Mr. Hooper had on a black veil. On a nearer view it
seemed to consist of two folds of crape, which entirely concealed his features,
except the mouth and chin, but probably did not intercept his sight, further than to
give a darkened aspect to all living and inanimate things. With this gloomy shade
before him, good Mr. Hooper walked onward, at a slow and quiet pace, stooping
somewhat, and looking on the ground, as is customary with abstracted men, yet
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nodding kindly to those of his parishioners who still waited on the meeting-house
steps. But so wonder-struck were they that his greeting hardly met with a return.

“l can’t really feel as if good Mr. Hooper’s face was behind that piece of
crape,” said the sexton.

“l don’t like it,” muttered an old woman, as she hobbled into the meeting-
house. “He has changed himself into something awful, only by hiding his face.”

“Our parson has gone mad!” cried Goodman Gray, following him across the
threshold.

A rumor of some unaccountable phenomenon had preceded Mr. Hooper into the
meeting-house, and setall the congregation astir. Few could refrain from twisting
their heads towards the door; many stood upright, and turned directly about; while
several little boys clambered upon the seats, and came down again with a terrible
racket. There was a general bustle, a rustling of the women’s gowns and shuffling
of the men’s feet, greatly at variance with that hushed repose which should attend
the entrance of the minister. But Mr. Hooper appeared not to notice the perturbation
of his people. He entered with an almost noiseless step, bent his head mildly to the
pews on each side, and bowed as he passed his oldest parishioner, a white-haired
great grandsire, who occupied an arm-chair in the centre of the aisle. It was
strange to observe how slowly this venerable man became conscious of something
singular in the appearance of his pastor. He seemed not fully to partake of the
prevailing wonder, till Mr. Hooper had ascended the stairs, and showed himself in
the pulpit, face to face with his congregation, except for the black veil. That
mysterious emblem was never once withdrawn. It shook with his measured breath,
as he gave out the psalm; it threw its obscurity between him and the holy page, as
he read the Scriptures; and while he prayed, the veil lay heavily on his uplifted
countenance. Did he seek to hide it from the dread Being whom he was addressing?

Such was the effect of this simple piece of crape, that more than one woman of
delicate nerves was forced to leave the meeting-house. Yet perhaps the pale-faced
congregation was almost as fearful a sight to the minister, as his black veil to them.

Mr. Hooper had the reputation of a good preacher, but not an energetic one:
he strove to win his people heavenward by mild, persuasive influences, rather than
to drive them thither by the thunders of the Word. The sermon which he now
delivered was marked by the same characteristics of style and manner as the
general series of his pulpit oratory. But there was something, either in the sentiment
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