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CliapterI I
-Plot.and Structure

Plot, together with character, setting, theme, language and style, composes the

basic elements of fictions and short stories. It is the pattern of actions and events in a
literary work, and in a loose sense, refers to the chief events logically hanging together to
shape the structure of a fiction.

In Poetics (4th century B. C.) Aristotle insists that a plot be more than just
arrangement of incidents, and function as a governing principle of development and
coherence, to which other elements ( including character) must be subordinated.! In
fact, plot, theme and character are taken as interdependent elements, selected and
arranged in some specific way to meet the writer’s purpose when a fiction is composed.

There are a variety of plot forms. Generally speaking, a fiction is presented to the
reader as an organic whole, with one thing bringing on another in a chronological order.
But the time sequence, with the “natural” order and duration, is not always valid in
story-telling when particular artistic effect is demanded. Therefore, some plots are
designed to achieve the effects of comedy, and some the effects of tragedy, romance, and
satire etc. Ordinarily, a plot has certain natural stages: the beginning, the middle, and
the end. The beginning, known also as exposition, indicates that the story will
develop from the assumptions in the opening scene. The middle is called complication,
and it presumes something gone and requires something to follow. The highest tension—

climax is often seen in this part when conflict reveals itself. Then there comes the end,

1 Chrs Baldick, ed. , Oxford Concise Dictionary of Literary Terms, ( Shanghai: Shanghai Foreign Language
Education Press, 2000) : 171.
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or the denouement, which means the solution to the problem. !

Fictional structure has great concem with plot design, which requires logic
connections of the incidents to bring out the cause-and-effect relationship in the story. It
can be defined as organization and shape of a fiction, both of which are determined by
the internal logic exhibited by the plot. Linear form structure ( beginning-middle-end)
is generally employed in genre fictions; while non-linear form is more often found in
complicated novels with more than one clue. ?

In “The Fumished Room” , 0. Henry explicitly planned its plot and structure. The
story is divided into two parts. In the first part, the story ends at its climax: a young man
lodged in a room where he could smell the odor of mignonette. He was in the search of
his sweetheart, and the odor made him believe that she had been in the same room.
Mentally and physically weak in the fruitless search, he turned on the gas to kill himself.
The second part reveals a surprise end to the readers that the landlady buried the facts
that his sweetheart had, a week earlier, committed suicide in the same room.

As to Margaret Atwood’s “The Whirlpool Rapids”, it is composed of two parts, too,
with the latter part marked by a flashback, which means moving back in time to show
what happened earlier in the story. The story opens to tell stories about fearless women,
and thus introduces to the readers the unique heroine Emma. The second part of the story
goes back to a near-death experience that Emma had at the age of twenty-one. She was
invited to a tour trip to raft down the Whirlpool Rapids below Niagara Falls. This
adventure claimed four lives of her group which made her a different person since then.

After her narrow escape from death, Emma seemed to become a woman living in etemity.

1 Cleanth Brooks, Robert Penn Warren, ed., Understanding Fiction, ( Beijing: Foreign Language Teaching
and Research Press, 2004 ) ; 33-39.
2 Debbie Lee Wesselmann: Structure, 2007-06-15. < http://trutor. net/struc. html >
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Chapter [ | Plot and Structure

s 0. Henry
(1862-1910)

O, Henry, the pseudonym of William Sydney Porter. He
established his fame as a preeminent short story writer with around
400 short stories in his lifetime, among which “The Gift of Magi”,
“The Last Leaf”, and “The Furnished room” are the best-known

tales.

Porter was born in North Carolina where he took a brief schooling. Then he traveled

to Texas in 1882, trying different types of work including a position as a bank teller in
an Austin Bank and a journalist in a Houston paper. In 1896 he was charged with
embezzlement in the bank. Although it eventually turned out to be some technical
mismanagement, he fled to Honduras and came back at his wife’s deathbed.

After five years in prison, Porter moved to New York to write again. He became very
popular and published works in great rapidity: Cabbages and Kings (1904), The Four
Million (1906), Heart of the West (1907), The Trimmed Lamp{1907), The Gentle
Grafter (1908)... Through years of hard work, he raised the short story to a fine literary
art form, and formed the unique O. Henry-style with ironic circumstances and plots full
of coincidence. He was good at characterizing those plain, simple characters we find in
everyday life. clerks, policemen and waitresses etc... His sense of humor, incisive mind

and deep insight helped him to make ingenuous depiction and witty narration to win the

The Furnished Room

lasting prestige in literature.

e

Restless, shifting, fugacious as time itself is a certain vast bulk of the population
of the red brick district of the lower West Side. Homeless, they have a hundred homes.

¢ 3 0
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They flit from furnished room to furnished room, transients for ever—transients in abode,
transients in heart and mind. They sing “Home, Sweet Home” in ragtime; they carry
their lares et penates in a bandbox; their vine is entwined about a picture hat; a rubber
plant is their fig tree!.

Hence the houses of this district, having had a thousand dwellers, should have a
thousand tales to tell, mostly dull ones, no doubt; but it would be strange if there could
not be found a ghost or two in the wake of all these vagrant ghosts.

One evening after dark a young man prowled among these crumbling red mansions,
ringing their bells. At the twelfth? he rested his lean hand-baggage upon the step and
wiped the dust from his hat-band and forehead. The bell sounded faint and far away in
some remote, hollow depths.

To the door of this, the twelfth house whose bell he had rung, came a housekeeper
who made him think of an unwholesome, surfeited worm that had eaten its nut to a hollow
shell and now sought to fill the vacancy with edible lodgers.

He asked if there was a room to let.

“Come in,” said the housekeeper. Her voice came from her throat; her throat
seemed lined with fur. “I have the third floor back, vacant since a week back. Should
you wish to look at it?”

The young man followed her up the stairs. A faint light from no particular source
mitigated the shadows of the halls. They trod noiselessly upon a stair carpet that its own
loom would have forsworn. It seemed to have become vegetable; to have degenerated in
that rank, sunless air to lush lichen or spreading moss that grew in patches to the
staircase and was viscid under the foot like organic matter. At each turn of the stairs were
vacant niches ® in the wall. Perhaps plants had once been set within them. If so they had
died in that foul and tainted air. It may be that statues of the saints had stood there, but
it was not difficult to conceive that imps and devils had dragged them forth in the darkness

b ragtime : WA 2R 4G Sk (1890—1915 HAMRIFEE B ATH—FhF 5 ) ;lares et penates KX K (HFF L) K
BESFH 1, X HIE23BK H; a picture hat f@#108; a rubber plant #i#t,

2 At the twelfth. -+ - S RE+_RETF.

3 niches: fH %, BE%,
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Chapter I | Plot and Structure

and down to the unholy depths of some furnished pit below.

“This is the room,” said the housekeeper, from her furry throat. “It’s a nice room.
It ain’t! often vacant. I had some most elegant people in it last summer—no trouble at
all, and paid in advance to the minute. The water’s at the end of the hall. Sprowls and
Mooney ? kept it three months. They done a vaudeville sketch. Miss B’retta Sprowls—
you may have heard of her—Oh, that was just the stage names—right there over the
dresser is where the marriage certificate hung, framed. The gas is here, and you see
there is plenty of closet room. It’s a room everybody likes. It never stays idle long. ”

“Do you have many theatrical people rooming here?” asked the young man.

“They comes and goes. A good proportion of my lodgers is connected with the
theatres. Yes, sir, this is the theatrical district. Actor people never stays long anywhere.
I get my share. Yes, they comes and they goes. ”

He engaged the room, paying for a week in advance. He was tired, he said, and
would take possession® at once. He counted out the money. The room had been made
ready, she said, even to towels and water. As the housekeeper moved away he put, for
the thousandth time, the question that he carried at the end of his tongue.

“A young girl—Miss Vashner—Miss Eloise Vashner—do you remember such a one
among your lodgers? She would be singing on the stage, most likely. A fair girl, of
medium height and slender, with reddish gold hair and a dark mole near her left
eyebrow. ”

“No, I don’t remember the name. Them stage people has names they change as
often as their rooms. They comes and they goes. No, I don’t call that one to mind. ”

No. Always no. Five months of ceaseless interrogation and the inevitable negative.
So much time spent by day in questioning managers, agents, schools and choruses; by
night among the audiences of theatres from all-star casts down to music halls so low * that
he dreaded to find what he most hoped for. He who had loved her best had tried to find

It ain’t = it isn’t.

Sprowls and Mooney: {1 B /RETFIRBE (AZ) .
take possession:iX B g AfE,F F kK,

music halls so low: (K28 22 TP o
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her. He was sure that since her disappearance from home this great water-girt city held
her somewhere, but it was like a monstrous quicksand, shifting its particles constantly,:
with no foundation, its upper granules of to-day buried to-morrow in ooze and slime.

The furnished room received its latest guest with a first glow of pseudo-hospitality, a
hectic, haggard, perfunctory welcome like the specious smile of a demirep!. The
sophistical comfort came in reflected gleams from the decayed furniture, the ragged
brocade upholstery of a couch and two chairs, a foot-wide cheap pier-glass between the
two windows, from one or two gilt picture frames and a brass bedstead in a comner.

The guest reclined, inert, upon a chair, while the room, confused in speech as
though it were an apartment in Babel 2, tried to discourse to him of its divers tenantry.

A polychromatic rug like some brilliant-flowered, rectangular, tropical islet lay
surrounded by a billowy sea of soiled matting. Upon the gay-papered wall were those
pictures that pursue the homeless one from house to house—The Huguenot Lovers, The
First Quarrel, The Wedding Breakfast, Psyche at the Fountain®. The mantel’s chastely
severe outline was ingloriously veiled behind some pert drapery drawn rakishly askew like
the sashes of the Amazonian ballet ¢. Upon it was some desolate flotsam cast aside by the
room’s marooned when a lucky sail had borne them to a fresh port—a trifling vase or two,
pictures of actresses, a medicine bottle, some stray cards out of a deck.

One by one, as the characters of a cryptograph become explicit, the little signs left
by the furnished room’s procession of guests developed a significance. The threadbare

space in the rug in front of the dresser told that lovely woman had marched in the throng.

1 demirep: B (#i8) . BX « FHEXEH KRB EZEER FHREEE, 4P EH JEAHB MRS
JB.

2 Babel: B, EREXRIE, KB IBA(XE)AHHCE 11 EPH—BEX, AFRABSH AR
k2, BEMXB-EREKXENEINELEAECHES, EFAREEEIE, TERILALNSTE
SN AREHBE., BHEREREER, ARMLFEEI AL HEE, XEHFRAL, BT
fERHE SN ER, HEEFFEEHASE,

3 The Huguenot Lovers, The First Quarrel, The Wedding Breakfast, Psyche at the Fountain: [E 4 ; #3148 i&1§
AF—kEw BILRE AANEREN,

4 the sashes of the A ian ballet: #EBI &8 T Db & A FIRIEHF, WDREA KT DIHEE+, EF
FERED, BB &

e 6 e



