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2

We read stories largely for the emotional and intellectual pleasures they render us. Sometimes
we want to read about people like ourselves, or about familiar and agreeable places, experiences,
and ideas. Under other circumstances we read in order to escape from the reality and have the
experiences that are strange, irrelevant, or different. Surprised by an unexpected turn of events or
satisfied as our expectations are met, we are drawn into the imaginative worlds. Fiction, as a
significant reflection of life and an imaginative extension of its possibilities, enlarges our
understanding of ourselves and deepens our appreciation of life.

“Fiction” is a general term for invented stories. Now it is usually applied to novels, short
stories, novellas, romances, fables, and other narrative works in prose. Its adjective form “fictional,”
compared with the adjective “fictitious” implying the unfavorable sense of falsehood, is more
neutral as it possesses a positive sense closer to “imaginative” or “inventive.”

In the realm of fiction the novel is the most important type due to its greater openness and
flexibility. As a literary form quite influential in the modern time, the novel has taken the place of
its narrative predecessors including epic and romance. Different from the marvels of romance or
epic, the novel often describes a secular world with more sense of “reality.” Generally, the novel
can be categorized around particular kinds of character (the Kiinstlerroman, the spy novel, the
Bildungsroman), setting (the historical novel, the campus novel), plot (the detective novel), or
structure (the epistolary novel, the picaresque novel). The greater length distinguishes novels
from short stories and novellas. Although there is no established minimum length for a novel, it
is often long enough to be published in an independent edition, which is not the case of short
stories and novellas. Such adequate length permits the novel a fuller and subtler development of
characters, plots, and even the change of settings.

Short stories have their origins in oral story-telling traditions and the prose anecdote. The
ancient forms comprising parables, fables, and tales are often instructive by making religious or
spiritual points. The realistic short stories full of detailed representation of everyday life were
popular in early-nineteenth-century magazines and often led to fame and novel-length projects
for their authors. Some modern writers, however, try to break away from conventions and endeavor
to mix features of early story forms with realistic modes. Shifting back and forth between realistic
and fantastic worlds, these storytellers have discovered new ways to delineate human experiences
powerfully.

The short novel, sometimes called novella, is a written, fictional, prose narrative longer
than a short story but shorter than a novel. Although the novella is a common literary genre in
several European languages, it is less common in English. The short novel shares characteristics
with both the short story and the novel. Like the short story, the short novel depends upon glimpses

Unit One Fiction



of understanding and quick turns of action to solidify theme or reveal character. Yet the relatively
longer length allows the novella a slower unfolding of characters and ideas. Though it is difficult
for the novella to achieve the novel’s panoramic sweep, the advantages of the genre lie in a
consistency of style and focus, as well as a concentration and compression of effect. Henry James
has called it the “blessed” form, and Vladimir Nabokov has praised it as “intrinsically artistic” “by
diminishing large things and enlarging small ones.”

The understanding of fiction usually comprises three steps: experience, interpretation, and
evaluation. In responding to a work, we bring our personal and collective experience to our
reading. Such subjective, emotional, and impressionistic kind of response illustrates what we
mean by the experience of fiction. As an intellectual counterpart to our emotional experience,
interpretation makes sense of the work’s implied meanings. Finally, evaluation involves judg-
ments of the quality as well as the cultural, social, and moral values the work displays. Grounded
in interpretation, evaluation is related with our emotional experiences.

As is shown, experience and evaluation are somewhat subjective. For academic learners,
interpretation is cherished for its relative objectivity. Then how do we develop an ability to interpret
fiction with competence and confidence? One way is to become familiar with its basic elements or
characteristics. In interpreting fiction, we largely rely on analysis of such elements as plot, structure,
character, setting, point of view, theme, style, irony and symbol.

Plot is the pattern of events and situations in a narrative work. It keeps us interested and
turning pages to find out what will happen next. Difterent from the story that indicates the “raw
material” of events, the plot is the selected version of events in a certain order or duration. An
effective plot usually follows the mode of cause and effect between incidents. Many fictional plots
turn on a conflict, or struggle between opposing forces, which is usually resolved at the end of the
story. Therefore, a story’s structure can be examined in relation to its plot. In examining structure,
we look for patterns, for the shape that the story as a whole possesses. If plot is the sequence of
unfolding action, structure is the design or form of the completed action. Plot and structure
together reveal aspects of the story’s artistic design. Character is the personage portrayed in the
fiction. Usually characters possess particular moral, intellectual, and emotional qualities embodied
by their words and actions. We approach them in the same way we approach people. We have to
observe their actions, listen to their speech, and notice how they relate to other characters and how
other characters respond to them, especially to what they say about each other. In analyzing
characters’ relationships, we relate one act, one speech, one physical detail to another until we
understand the characters. Sometimes animals or even inanimate things may act as characters,
but they are no more than the extension of human beings. Setting includes the time, place, and
environment in the story. It is the context in which the events take place and the plot evolves.
More than a simple backdrop for action, setting provides a historical and cultural context that
enhances our understanding of the characters. Sometimes setting also symbolizes the emotional
state of the characters. For instance, a contrast between an enclosed room and the world outside
may indicate a character’s subjugation and his desire for freedom. Point of view is the position
from which the events seem to be observed and presented to the reader. It involves the author’s
decisions about who is to tell the story and how it is to be told. The chief distinction is usually
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made between first-person narratives and third-person narratives, and some modern authors
employ multiple point of view, in which the events are presented from the vantage-points of two
or more characters. A story’s theme is its main idea or point formulated as a generalization. It is
often related to the other elements of fiction more as consequence than as a parallel element. In
fiction theme is rarely presented and readers have to abstract it from the details and explain what
these basic elements collectively suggest. Theme is different from subject, which means what the
story is generally about. For example, that Pirandello’s “War” is about parents and children is
more a statement of subject than of theme. To pinpoint the theme we need to explain what the
story implies about parents and children. It is not wise to think of theme as hidden somewhere
beneath the surface of the story; instead it is better to be understood as the implied significance of
the story’s details. Any statement of theme is valid to the extent that it accounts for the details of
elements. We have to understand that there are multiple ways to state a story’s theme, but any
statement is a simplified version because it inevitably excludes some dimensions of the story.
Style is known as the verbal identity of the writer. Each author distinguishes himself by his own
way of choosing words and arranging them. Diction, syntax, and the use of figures of speech help
to create his face and voice. Two additional facets of fictional works are irony and symbol. While
not as pervasive as elements such as plot and character, irony and symbol are tremendously
important. If we cannot perceive a writer’s ironic intentions, we may not only misconstrue a
particular story, but also interpret it as suggesting the opposite of what it actually is intended to
mean. And if we overlook a story’s symbols, we may underestimate its achievement and oversimplify
its significance. All in all, we discuss elements separately only to highlight their specific features.
As a matter of fact, fiction is an organic whole, and each element is related to other elements to
convey feeling and meaning,.

As a literary type, fiction has undergone years of development and variation. Short stories
dated back to oral traditions which produced epics such as Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. The most
famous fables were Aesop’s Fables. Anecdotes, first popular under the Roman Empire, remained
welcome well into the eighteenth century. In Europe, the oral story-telling tradition began to
develop into written stories in the early fourteenth century, most notably with Geoffrey Chaucer’s
Canterbury Tales and Giovanni Boccaccio’s Decameron. The mid-seventeenth century in France
saw the development of a refined short novel, the “nouvelle,” by such authors as Madame de
Lafayette. It is wildly recognized that the publication of Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote de la
Mancha in 1605 announced the appearance of the first true novel. The British novel originated
from Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719). It was under the influence of a new kind of commercial
society that novels emerged reporting the experiences of the middle-class groups and serving as a
mirror in which readers found their own dilemmas. No wonder, early novels tended to be secular.
In the late eighteenth century an emotionally extravagant kind named sentimental novel became
popular. These novels repeatedly involved tearful scenes and exhibited close associations between
virtue and sensibility. Oliver Goldsmith’s The Vicar of Wakefield (1766) and Laurence Sterne’s A
Sentimental Journey (1768) were typical in this regard. Besides, Walter Scott’s historical novels
enjoyed reputation for their association of romantic atmosphere with realistic depictions of history
and common people’s lives. Scott was regarded as a transitional figure who moved from
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romanticism to realism and was more concerned with social and moral problems.

The nineteenth century was an age of conversion from a traditional pre-modern state to a
modern industrial society. History witnessed a disintegration of traditional local communities
and a rise of industrial towns. Most Victorian novels were realistic, recording the main grounds of
hope and uneasiness which Victorians felt, the modes of thought and behavior they followed, and
the standards of value they held. The outstanding Victorian novelists include Charles Dickens,
George Eliot, Anthony Trollope, William Thackeray, and Elizabeth Gaskell. Different from
Victorian Britain, early nineteenth-century America was preoccupied with Idealism and
independence. The nation experienced a shift from the anxious demand for a European-style
tradition to a self-assured revival of spiritual intelligence and cultural autonomy. Washington
Irving, James Fenimore Cooper, Edgar Allan Poe, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman Melville all
made explorations of American life. The first examples of the short stories in the United States
were Washington Irving’s Rip van Winkle (1819) and The Legend of Sleepy Hollow (1820), Edgar
Allan Poe’s Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque (1840) and Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Tivice-Told Tales
(1842). In the late nineteenth century, the growth of print magazines and journals created a strong
demand for short fiction. At the same time, the first literary theories about the short story appeared.
A widely known one was Edgar Allan Poe’s The Philosophy of Composition (1846). From 1865 on,
the rules of American social action changed due to material expansion. The dominant characteristic
became the growth and concentration of capital. Like their British contemporaries, Americans
experienced an oppressive consciousness of displacement and separation. Mark Twain, William
Dean Howells, Theodore Dreiser were known for their realistic portrayal of the industrial progress
and heightened materialism.

At the turn of the twentieth century, there arose a more deliberate kind of realism called
naturalism which aimed to provide a precise description of actual circumstances of human life in
minute details. As an extension of realism, naturalism placed more emphasis on the helplessness
and insignificance of man in face of the cold and hostile world. Stephen Crane and Jack London
were its spokesmen. Then a trend far more avant-garde in literary practice came on stage as a revolt
against conventional realism. Inspired by new ideas in anthropology, psychology, philosophy,
political theory, and psychoanalysis, modernist writers demonstrated a radical spirit free from
bourgeois values. In fiction, the established chronological development was challenged by Joseph
Conrad and William Faulkner, while James Joyce and Virginia Woolf attempted stream-of-
consciousness styles. Their favored techniques included juxtaposition and multiple point of view,
and the usual theme was about a sense of urban cultural dislocation.

The demand for quality short stories hit its peak in the mid-twentieth century, when in 1952
Life magazine published Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea. Since then, the number of
commercial magazines that publish short stories has declined. After World War II, postmodernism
has turned up when the Western morale is in crisis. Whether it is a reaction against or a continuation
of modernism is still open to debate, and even the definition itself is controversial because of its
obscurity, yet it is at least clear that postmodernism tries to overthrow the modernist elitism and
carries the experimentation in technique to the extreme. While a modernist novelist would try to
wrest a meaning from the world through myth, symbol, or formal complexity, the postmodernist
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greets the absurd or meaningless confusion of contemporary existence, favoring “depthless” works
of pastiche, parody, or aleatory disconnection. Postmodern techniques are often found in the
novels of Thomas Pynchon, Kurt Vonnegut, Vladimir Nabokov, William S. Burroughs, and
Angela Carter. Recently short stories have also found a new life online, in publications, collections,
and blogs.

The above-mentioned linear development may offer a panoramic view of fiction for
beginners. Nevertheless, we have to be aware that such division of the literary development is
based on common features like thematic concerns, writing styles, and historical periods. The
chronological classification never indicates the replacement of the former by the latter. Rather,
different schools often coexist in an interconnected and overlapping way. A deeper insight into
this subject will undoubtedly entail far more efforts.
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