English 10-1/Seward

Short Story Theory

Theme

Theme - controlling idea or central insight

Moral - general term applicable to most of mankind concerning right/wrong behavior

1.  Though these terms may be interchangeable, not all themes are moral in nature.  They may be explanations of human existence and behavior.  It may not teach anything.

2.  All interpretive fiction has theme; escape does not.  It presents no insight into life, since it does not deal with lifelike situations.

3.  Theme exists when:
a.  author seriously attempts to record life accurately to reveal some truth about it

b.  author mechanically introduces some concept of life which he uses as a unifying element which the story is to illustrate (weak themes)

4.  Explicitly stated theme - direct presentation of theme

5.  Theme must be a declarative statement; not a question or sentence fragment.  It must account for all major details in a selection.  Avoid trite or cliche expressions since these tend to be restrictive and do not do the story justice.

6.  Implicitly stated theme - the reader must phrase the theme for himself using the meaning of the story

a.  Theme may be stated in several ways

b.  Several themes may be identifiable in a good story. This indicates depth of the story.

c.  Pick out what you believe is the main insight, the one that seems to cover most of the events in the story.

d.  We cannot reject a theme because we do not agree with it.  It is still a view of life which we can store in memory to measure our own view of life.

e.  Moral hinting tends to oversimplify the story and makes a distinct judgement which may not reflect current morality.

f.  When stating theme never use character names, incidents, etc.  It must be a generalization a person, we, society, people as subjects, which can be softened by sometimes, often, most.

g.  Never use superlatives or terms which do not allow latitude.  e.g. all, we must, never, always, etc.

Symbol 

Arbitrary Symbol - something that has one meaning e.g. numbers, chemical symbols, highway signs etc.

Literary Symbol - an object, person, situation or action in a story that has literal meaning in the story but suggests other meanings as well

Name Symbolism - Granny Weatherall, Laird are intentional uses of names to suggest characteristics of individuals

Actions as Symbols - a character's flight could be symbolic of escape, in Boys and Girls the girl letting the horse escape is symbolic of her accepting her role

Nature Symbolism - using times of day, seasons, etc. to indicate particular ideas

Color Symbolism - red, black, and white have symbolic significance

Object Symbolism - some object becomes associated with a particular character and takes on additional meaning because of this association

Determining Symbols

- the story must furnish a clue that a detail is to be taken symbolically

- the meaning of a symbol must be established and supported by the entire context of the story

- it must suggest a meaning in kind different from its literal meaning

- a symbol may have more than one meaning

Irony

Irony involves some sort of discrepancy or incongruity.  It is a contrast in which one term of the contrast in some way mocks the other term

Verbal Irony - simplest and least important type of irony, it is a figure of speech in which the opposite is said from what is intended

Dramatic Irony - the contrast between what a character says or thinks and what the reader knows to be true

Irony of Situation - usually the most important kind for the writer, it is the discrepancy between appearance and reality, or between expectation and fulfillment, or between what is and what would seem appropriate

Plot

1. Plot in a story must be looked at for what revelations of character or theme may be presented by means of it.

2. Physical action by itself is meaningless.  In a good story, a minimum of physical action may be used to yield a maximum of insight.

3. Every story must have action, but a worthwhile story must have significant action.  Actions, which we overlook, may be the source of a characteristic, and if repeated may become a character signature or may take on symbolic significance.

4. Characters may be in conflict with an external force – physical nature, society or fate, some element in man’s own nature.  The conflict may be physical, mental, emotional or moral.

5. The central character, either sympathetic or unsympathetic, is the protagonist.  The forces arrayed against him, whether persons, things, conventions of society, or traits in his own character, are the antagonists.  Sometimes the conflict is clear-cut and easily identifiable, sometimes it is multiple, various and subtle.  Many levels of conflict may take place simultaneously.

6. Escape fiction tends to rely on physical conflict.  Interpretive fiction tends to concentrate on moral and internal conflict.  In our lives, significant moral issues are seldom sharply defined, judgements are difficult and choices are complex rather than simple.  Interpretive fiction deals with this gray area of our lives.

7. Suspense is either emotional involvement or mental involvement.  Methods of creating suspense include…


dilemma



action

delay




foreshadowing

precarious situation


see-saw action

identification with character
withholding information

Possible Endings

Surprise
-    story departs radically from our expectations

· more in escape literature

· sometimes natural or unintentional

Happy

-     the favorite of the inexperienced or naïve reader

Unhappy
-     common in interpretive fiction

· appropriate as many life situations have unhappy endings

· allow the reader to search out the implications of the events

· helps to raise significant issues

Indeterminate
- the protagonist’s conflict remains unsolved

Plot manipulation occurs when the author gives the story a turn which is unjustified by the situation or characters involved.

In order for a story to be well written it must exhibit artistic unity…that is to say that nothing in the story is irrelevant or does not contribute to the total intended meaning.

Character

1. As fiction passes from escape to interpretive, character becomes a more prominent element.

2. Anyone can repeat what a character has done or said, but greater skill is necessary to describe what that character is. Thus, escape literature tends to emphasize plot, interpretive emphasizes character.

3. Interpretive furnishes a greater variety of central characters that are less easily labeled and are sometimes unsympathetic.

4. In some respects we can know fictional characters even better than we know real people because we observe them in situations that are always significant and which serve to bring forth character more significantly.

5. An author can tell us exactly what is going on in a character’s mind and what the character feels

Direct Presentation of Character occurs through exposition, analysis or by telling us directly what a character is like.

Indirect presentation of Character occurs when the author shows us the character in action and we infer what he is like from what he thinks, says or does.

Direct presentation has the advantage of being economical but it can never be used alone.  The characters must act if there is to be a story.  Direct presentation, unless supported by indirect, will not be emotionally convincing.

To be convincing, characterization must observe three principles…

a. character must be consistent in behaviour

b. character must be clearly motivated

c. character must be plausible or life-like

Character can be classified as…

Flat...meaning they are undeveloped, are often stereotypes or a caricature.  The reader is not given a great deal of information about them.

Round…meaning they are developed or developing.  They are complex and constantly learning and changing.  The reader feels they know them well by the end of the story.

Static…meaning their perspective does not permanently change throughout the course of the story.

Dynamic…meaning their perspective does permanently and significantly change throughout the course of the story.

Characters can be flat and dynamic, flat and static, round and dynamic, or round and static.

The requirement of good fiction is that each character be fully enough characterized to justify his role in the story and make it convincing.

Most short stories will hardly have room for more than one or two fully developed characters.  Minor characters must necessarily remain flat

Change in a character must be permanent to be convincing.  The author must meet three conditions…

1. change must be within the possibilities of the character who makes it

2. change must be sufficiently motivated by the circumstances in which the character finds himself

3. change must be allowed sufficient time  for a change of its magnitude, believable to take place

Point of View

-  mental point of view – who tells the story and how it gets told

-  physical point of view – where the person telling the story is in relation to what is told

-  emotional/psychological point of view – what the attitude of the narrator is toward what he is describing

Omniscient – knowledge and prerogatives are unlimited.  The narrator can interpret behaviour, comment on, and tell us as much or as little as he pleases

· the amount of omniscience may vary from story to story

· it is the most flexible point of view as it allows both breadth and depth, and can shift from one character to another

· it is told in third person using he, she , it, or they

Limited Omniscient – similar to omniscient except the story is told from the point of view of one of the characters.  We are told what the character thinks, feels, hears and we may get an interpretation of the character’s thoughts and behaviour.

· it approximates closely the conditions of real life

First Person – author disappears into one of the characters.  It offers a gain in immediacy and reality since we get the story directly from a participant.

· offers opportunity for dramatic irony and character analysis

· see the difference between how we interpret incidents and how the narrator interprets them

· any bias shown by the author will come through the narrator/character

Objective – reports only what is seen or heard.  It has the most speed and the most action.  It forces the reader to make interpretations as no interpretation from the author is allowed.

Each point of view has strength and limitations.  The author’s choice depends on…

a. which point of view is best considering the material presented and the author’s purpose

b. what effects the writer wishes to create

c. which point of view is possible considering the circumstances…for example a murder mystery must avoid using the murderer or the detective as the point of view

