
The Beginning 
 

● When does the novel begin? 
● When does the beginning of the novel end? 
● Ploys to secure the reader’s attention.  
● Initial setup - eg. flaws in character, contradictory situations.  

 

The Intrusive Author 
 

● Do you call attention to the act of narration? 
● Modern fiction has tended to suppress or eliminate the authorial voice, by presenting the action 

through the consciousness of the characters, or by handing over to them the narrative task itself.  
 

Suspense 
 

● Because suspense is particularly associated with popular forms of fiction it has often been despised, 
or at least demoted, by literary novelists of the modern period.  

● There have been writers of stature who consciously borrowed the suspense-creation devices of 
popular fiction and turned them to their own purposes.  

 

Teenage Skaz 
 

● Skaz (a russian word) = jazz + scat and is used to designate a type of first-person narration that has 
the characteristics of the spoken, rather than the written, word.  

● Mark Twain united a vernacular colloquial style, in Huckleberry Finn, with a naive, immature narrator 
- an adolescent boy who is wiser than he knows, and whose vision of the adult world has a 
devastating freshness and honesty.  

 
 

The Epistolary Novel 
 

● You can have more than one correspondent and thus show the same event from different points of 
view. 

● A letter is always addressed to a specific addressee, whose anticipated response conditions the 
discourse and makes it interesting and obliquely revealing.  

 
 



Point of View 
 

● A novel can provide different perspectives on the same event - but only one at a time.  It will usually 
privilege just one or two ‘points of view’ from which the story can be told.  

● The choice of ‘point(s) of view’ is a very important decision, for it fundamentally affects the way 
readers will respond, both emotionally and morally, to the fictional characters and their actions.  (e.g. 
point of view of adulterer or injured spouse).  

 
 

Mystery 
 

● Suspense = what will happen:  Enigma or mystery = how will that be achieved 
● One of staple ingredients of traditional romance was the mystery of the origins and parentages of 

characters.  
● Modern literary novelists have tended to invest their mysteries with an aura of ambiguity and to leave 

them unresolved.  
 
 

Names 
 

● In a novel names are never neutral.  They always signify, even if it is only ordinariness.  
● The naming of characters is always an important part of creating them.  

 
 

The Stream of Consciousness 
 

● ‘The Stream of Consciousness’ was a phrase coined by William James, psychologist brother of the 
novelist, Henry, to characterise the continuous flow of thought and sensation in the human mind.  

● Two staple techniques for representing consciousness in prose fiction.  
○ One is interior monologue, in which the grammatical subject of the discourse is an ‘I’, and we 

overhear the character verbalising his or her thoughts as they occur. 
○ The other method, ‘free indirect style’, renders thought as reported speech (in the third 

person, past tense - e.g. ‘she thought’, ‘she wondered’, ‘she asked herself’).  
 

Interior monologue 
 

● Is like wearing earphones plugged into someone’s brain.  
 



Defamiliarization 
 

● Defamiliarization is the English translation of the Russian ostranenie (literally ‘making strange’). 
● In his 1917 essay, Victor Shklovsky argued that the essential purpose of art is to overcome the 

deadening effects of habit by representing familiar things in unfamiliar ways.  ‘The purpose of art is to 
impart the sensation of things as they are perceived and not as they are known’.  

● E.g. Tolstoy ridiculing opera by describing  a performance as if through the eyes of someone who 
has never seen or heard opera before.  

 
 

The Sense of Place 
 

● As with Dickens, Martin Amis’ settings often seem more animated than his characters, as if the life 
has been drained out of the characters to re-emerge in a demonic, destructive form in streets, 
machines gadgets.  

● Sense of place has to be used creatively.  A succession of well-formed, declarative sentences, 
combined with a suspension of narrative interest, will send the reader to sleep. 

 
 

Lists 
 

● Used effectively in F.Scott Fitzgerald’s ‘Tender is the Night’.  
 
 

Introducing a Character 
 

● Used effectively to introduce the nature, character, failings of Salley in ‘Goodbye Berlin’ by 
Christopher Isherwood.  

● Character is arguably the most important single component of a novel.  
● Modern novelists usually prefer to let the facts about a character emerge gradually, diversified, or 

actually conveyed, by action or speech.  
● All descriptive fiction is highly selective: the focus ensuring that the parts stand for the whole.  

 
 

Surprise 
 

● Most narrative contains an element of surprise.  If we can predict every twist of the plot, we are 
unlikely to be gripped by it.  But the twist must be convincing as well as unexpected.  



Time Shift 
 

● The simplest way of telling a story is to begin at the beginning and go on until you reach the end.  
● Though time-shift, narrative avoids presenting life as just one damn thing after another, and allows 

us to make connections of causality and irony between widely separated events. 
● As well as the flashback, a novel can use the ‘flash-forward’ or ‘prolepsis’ - the anticipatory glance of 

what is going to happen in the future - which the existence of a narrator allows.  
 
 

Weather 
 

● Weather affect our moods.  The novelist is in the happy position of being able to invent whatever 
weather is appropriate to the mood he wants to evoke.  

● Jane Austen in ‘Emma’: ‘the weather added what it could of gloom’. 
 
 

Repetition 
 

● The traditional model of good literary prose requires ‘elegant variation’: if you refer to something 
more than once you should try to find alternative ways of describing it. 

● Hemingway rejected traditional rhetoric.  He thought the ‘fine writing’ falsified experience. 
 
 

Intertextuality  
 

● There are many ways that one text can refer to another: parody, pastiche, echo, allusion, direct 
quotation, structural parallelism.  

● Some theorists believe that intertextuality is the very condition of literature.  
 
 
 

The Experimental Novel 
 

● An experimental novel is one that ostentatiously deviates from the received ways of representing 
reality - either in narrative organization or style - to heighten or change our perception of that reality.  

 
 



The Comic Novel 
 

● Comedy in fiction would appear to have two primary sources: Situation (which entails the correct 
character) and style.  Both depend crucially on timing: that is to say the order in which the words, 
and the information they carry, are arranged.  

● Evelyn Waugh - ‘Decline and Fall’: “God damn and blast them all to hell,” said Paul Pennyfeather 
meekly to himself as he drove to the station, and then he felt rather ashamed, because he rarely 
swore.  

 
 

Magic Realism 
 

● When marvellous and impossible events occur in what otherwise purports to be a realistic narrative.  
● In Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s ‘One Hundred Days of Solitude’ a character ascends to heaven while 

hanging out the washing.  
 
 

Staying on the Surface 
 

● The narrative does not enable us to judge the characters motives by giving us access to private 
thoughts. (e.g. Malcolm Bradbury ‘The History Man’). 

 

Showing and Telling 
 

● Fictional discourse constantly alternates between showing us  what happened and telling us what 
happened.  

● The purest form of showing is quoted speech of characters, in which language exactly mirrors the 
event. 

● The purest for of telling is authorial summary, in which the narrator’s language effaces the 
particularity and individuality of the characters and their actions.  

 
 

Telling in Different Voices 
 

● As an example Henry Fielding often narrates in a mock-heroic style, applying the language of 
classical epic poetry to vulgar brawls or amorous encounters. 

● Fay Weldon, Female Friends, the language borrows from romantic literary fiction and glossy 
women’s magazines.  



 

A Sense of the Past  
 

● Sir Walter Scott, The Waverley Novels, evoked the past in terms of culture, ideology, manners and 
morals, by describing the ‘way of life’ of ordinary people.  

 

Imagining the Future  
 

● ‘1984’ It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen.  
● Orwell imagined the future by invoking, modifying and recombining images of what his readers 

consciously, or unconsciously, already knew.  
● Most novels about the future are narrated in the past tense.  To enter into the imagined world of the 

novel we have to orientate ourselves in space and time with the characters, and the future tense 
makes that impossible.  

 

Allegory 
 

● Allegory is a specialised form of symbolic narrative, which does not merely suggest something 
beyond its literary meaning, but insists on being decoded in terms of another meaning.  

● John Bunyan’s ‘The Pilgrim’s Progress’ allegorises the Christian struggle to achieve salvation, as a 
journey from the City of Destruction, through obstacles and distractions like Slough of Despond and 
Vanity Fair, to the Celestial City.  

 

Irony 
 

● Irony consists of saying the opposite of what you mean, or inviting an interpretation different from the 
surface meaning of the words.  

● ‘It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a fortune, must be in want 
of a wife.’ 

 
 

Motivation 
 

● The novel can offer us more or less convincing models of how and why people act as they do. 
● We continue to value novels, especially novels in the classic realist tradition, for the light they throw 

on human motivation.  
 



Novel of Ideas 
 

● Roman à thèse - novel with a thesis 
● Ideas are the source of the work’s energy, originating and shaping and maintaining its narrative 

momentum - rather than moral choice, emotions, personal relationships, or the mutations of human 
fortune.  


