Narrative Guide 



LANGUAGE

The language employed by an author is truly critical to the work. It determines and reveals mood, tone, character, setting, plot and narrative pace as well as theme. It is therefore imperative that you look at the language in the work as it is revealed through:

A. Diction

B. Syntactical Devices (rhetorical devices)

C. Figurative Language

D. Sound Devices

E. Tone

F. Symbolism

However, simply listing techniques, devices, or elements of language is only half the task in this section, just as describing the effect or attitude is only half. The focus is on the interaction of language and meaning, form and content. You must explain how the author achieves a specific effect or purpose.

Your Task:
Determine the primary language elements (from above) employed by the author and provide several examples of how diction, rhetorical devices, figurative language and sound devices are used by the author to reveal or determine tone, character, that of the protagonist and other major characters, at least three themes, the setting(s) and the conflicts both internal and external as well as the turning point.  

A.  Notes on diction

SAMPLE ANALYSIS OF DICTION USING A PROSE PASSAGE

The acronym, LEAD, will help students to remember a method for analyzing how an author’s word choices convey effect and meaning in a literary work.

Low or informal diction (dialect, slang, jargon)

Elevated language or formal diction

Abstract and concrete diction

Denotation and connotation

The LEAD method is demonstrated below using a passage from a passage from The Secret Sharer by Joseph Conrad:

The side of the ship made an opaque belt of shadow on the darkling glassy shimmer of the sea.  But I saw at once something elongated and pale floating very close to the ladder.  Before I could form a guess a faint flash of phosphorescent light, which seemed to issue suddenly from the naked body of a man, flickered in the sleeping water with the elusive, silent play of summer lightning in a night sky.  With a gasp I saw revealed to my stare a pair of feet, the long legs, a broad livid back immersed right up to the neck in a greenish cadaverous glow.  One hand, awash, clutched the bottom rung of the ladder.  He was complete but for the head.  A headless corpse!  The cigar dropped out of my gaping mouth with a tiny plop and a short hiss quite audible in the absolute stillness of all things under heaven.  At that I suppose he raised up his face, a dimly pale oval in the shadow of the ship’s side…I only climbed on the spare spar and leaned over the rail as far as I could, to bring my eyes nearer to that mystery floating alongside.  As he hung by the ladder, like a resting swimmer, the sea lightning played about his limbs at every stir; and he appeared in it ghastly, silvery, fishlike.

Low or Informal Diction

A first step could be to check for low or informal diction such as slang, dialect, and jargon.  These expressions are often used in dialogue or directly by the speaker in stories told from the first person point of view.  One strategy for deriving meaning from informal diction is to pay close attention to dialogue and to read the text aloud to hear how it sounds, attempting to determine meaning from sound and context.  Another strategy is to refer to a thesaurus or dictionary that contains word histories and definitions of informal expressions.

Elevated Language or Formal Diction

A next step might be to check for elevated language, indicating the use of formal diction.  Because formal diction includes more elaborate, polysyllabic words, it may be more difficult to understand.  Pay close attention to complex words and use a dictionary to help define words that are not understandable from the context.  Paraphrase a difficult passage by rewriting it in your own words to determine the author’s meaning.

A paraphrase of the passage from Conrad’s novella might look something like this:

The side of the ship cast a dark shadow on the clam, dark surface of the sea.  But I suddenly saw something long and whitish floating near the ladder.  A light seemed to appear suddenly from the unclothed body of a man in the dark water, lighted up every now and then by flashes of lightning.  I was shocked to see what looked like a pale, headless corpse, floating in the dim light of the green-colored water surrounding it.  As my mouth dropped open, my cigar fell out, breaking the silence by falling into the water and making a noise.  He lifted his face out of the water…As he rested on the ladder, the lightning made him look like a cross between a ghost and a shiny fish.

Abstract and Concrete Diction

A next step in this process might be to examine the use of abstract and concrete diction.  Writers may choose to use abstract or concrete words depending on the response they want to evoke from the reader. Although the more abstract words tend to be used impersonally to convey universal truths and emotions, writers in general tend to use specific, concrete words to describe people, places, and objects. Good writers also use active verbs to describe action. Liberal use of abstract diction in a passage might make it more difficult to understand. Students can look carefully at a descriptive passage to find examples of effective descriptions of people, places, objects and actions. 

Referring again to the passage from The Secret Sharer, the students could discuss examples of concrete diction. Conrad’s diction is specific when he uses such concrete words as opaque, glassy, shimmer, pale, phosphorescent light, flickered, livid, immersed, and headless corpse. These words communicate perceivable actions and states.

Conrad also uses abstract diction in this novel by leaving the captain, the ship, and the crew nameless. Students could discuss why the author chose to use this technique. One possibility is that Conrad may be suggesting universality.  Perhaps the captain represents humanity, and the boat represents everyone’s journey on the ship of life.

B. Notes on Syntax

Syntax—The arrangement—the ordering, grouping, and placement—of words within a sentence.  Syntax is the study of the way that sequences of words are ordered into phrases, clauses, and sentences.

Classification of Sentences by their purpose: 

· A declarative sentence makes a statement.

· An imperative sentence gives a command.

· An interrogative sentence asks a question.

· An exclamatory sentence provides emphasis or expresses strong emotion.

Classification of Sentences by their structure:
· A simple sentence contains one independent clause.

· A compound sentence contains two independent clauses joined by a coordinating conjunction or by a semicolon.

· A complex sentence contains an independent clause and one or more subordinate clauses.

· A compound-complex sentence contains two or more independent clauses and one or more subordinate clauses.

· A loose or cumulative sentence has its main clause at the beginning of the sentence. (main clause + subordinate constructions = loose sentence)  A loose sentence makes complete sense if brought to a close before the actual ending.

We arrived at Odiham about half after eleven, at the end of a beautiful ride of about seventeen miles, in a very find and pleasant day.

The loose sentence is ideal for writing that aims at being colloquial, informal, relaxed.  It puts first things first, as most of us do when we talk.  Even so, the loose sentence lacks emphasis, and it can easily become formless.

· The periodic sentence is organized into at least two parts and expresses a complex thought not brought to completion until the close. (subordinate constructions + main clause = periodic sentence) A periodic sentence makes sense fully only when the end of the sentence is reached.

As we started to arrange the pieces on the board, I was startled by the sight of his crippled             right hand.

The periodic sentence is emphatic.  By delaying and preparing the way for the principal thought, readers are alerted to the importance.  The style is also formal and literary, suggesting not the flow of familiar talk, but the writer at his desk.

· The convoluted sentence is a special kind of periodic sentence where the subordinate elements, instead of preceding the main clause, split it apart from the inside. 

White men, at the bottom of their hearts, know this.

Now demons, whatever else they may be, are full of interest.

The convoluted sentence establishes strong emphasis by throwing weight upon the words preceding the commas or dashes that set off the intruding constructions.  When used sparingly, the long, intricate convoluted sentence has the advantage of the unusual: it draws attention to itself and, more importantly, to what it says, and it can be a pleasant and stimulating challenge to the reader. 

· In a balanced sentence, two or more words or constructions have essentially the same form and length and have similar functions.

Visit either you like; they’re both mad.

The road lay white in the sun, and the railway ran just beyond.

He seemed like a walking blasphemy, a blend of the angel and the ape.

We live in an ascending scale when we live happily, one thing leading to another in an endless series.

Balance requires that the sentence divide into roughly equal halves on either side of a central pause—not necessarily always two independent clauses as the first two examples.

· Balanced elements may be played against one another, sometimes repeating the same idea, sometimes expressing contrasting ideas.  When the contrast is sharply pointed it is called antithesis: antithetical constructions are simply balanced phrases or clauses expressing opposed ideas.

Cattiness is a cold war staged by women; macho is a hotter war fought by men.

· Parallelism means that two or more words, phrases, or clauses have the same grammatical form and an identical grammatical relationship to the same thing.

The Department of Justice began a vigorous campaign to break up the corporate empires, to restore the free and open market, and to plant the feet of industry firmly on the road to competition.

The parallel style suits the needs of speakers well.  It is impressive and pleasing to hear—elaborate yet rhythmic and ordered, following a master plan with a place for everything and everything ordered.  It is also economical.  In its fullest development the parallel sentence has something of the grandeur of a great building, and this architectural impressiveness gives weight and dignity to what the sentence says.

· Inverted word order means rearranging the main elements of a sentence in some order other than subject-verb-object, which is often called natural word order.  Inversions almost always draw attention and is used for emphasis. 

Him Nature solicits with all her placid, all her monitory picture; him the past instructs; him the future invites.

· Juxtaposition is a poetic and a rhetorical device in which normally unassociated ideas, words, or phrases are placed next to one another, often creating an effect of surprise or wit.

· The rhetorical question is a question that requires no answer.  It is used to draw attention to a point and is generally stronger than a direct statement.

Yet this need not be.  The means are at hand to fulfill the age-old dream:  poverty can be abolished.  How long shall we ignore this under-developed nation in our midst?  How long shall we look the other way while our fellow human beings suffer?  How long?

· Repetition is a device where words, sounds, and ideas are used more than once to enhance rhythm and to create emphasis.

· Anaphora is the repetition of the same term beginning successive clauses.

I didn’t like the swimming pool, I didn’t like swimming, and I didn’t like the swimming instructor, and after all these years I still don’t.

· Antistrophe is the repetition of the same term at the ending of successive clauses. 

When that son leaves home, he throws himself with an intensity which his children will not know into the American way of life; he eats American, talks American, he will be American or nothing.

· Anadiplosis is using the same term at the end of one clause at the beginning of the next one.

To philosophize is to understand; to understand is to explain oneself, to explain is to relate.

· Epanalepsis is when the same word appears at the beginning and the end.

Problem gives rise to problem.

· Polysyndeton and Asyndeton—are two different ways of handling lists or items in a series.  Traditionally a comma follows each item in the list with a conjunction (and) between the last two.  Polysyndeton places a conjunction after every term except the last.  Asyndeton uses no conjunctions and separates terms of the series with commas.

Where the conventional series emphasizes no particular item, though the last usually seems a bit more significant, in polysyndeton the emphasis falls more evenly upon each member of the list.



It is the season of suicide and divorce and prickly dread, whenever the wind blows.

In asyndeton the series takes on more significance as a whole than it does in the conventional pattern.  But the stress on each individual item is lighter than in polysyndeton, and the passage moves more quickly.



His care, his food, his shelter, his education—all of these were by-products of the parents’ 

position.

· Examine sentence length.  Sentences shorter than five words are called telegraphic, approximately eighteen words in length medium, and thirty or more words long.  The short sentence is inherently emphatic.  If well constructed, it is clear, concise, and convincing.  It will seem especially strong in the context of longer, more complicated statements.  Often the contrast in length reinforces the contrast in thought.

The first premise of the college elective system is that the subjects and courses of curriculum are of approximately equal value.  Well, they are not.

· Sometimes the positions of the key terms are reversed, a rhetorical device called chiasmus or antimetabole.
If there had never been a danger to our constitution there never would have been a constitution to be in danger.

Books are among the best of things, well used; abused, the worst.

· Zeugma is a special kind of pun involving a verb.  It occurs when the one verb has two different meanings with objects that complement both meanings.

She left his apartment with tarnished virtue and a new mink.

Joanna, pursued by the three monks, ran about the room, leaping over tables and chairs, sometimes throwing a dish or a scriptural maxim at her pursuers.


Zeugma, like puns in general, is a comic figure of speech.  At its best zeugma is witty and amusing, and it increases meaning by revealing hidden connections.

C. Figurative Language: 

This would include all of the terms in your literature terms handout and then some.
Here are a sampling of some…

A FIGURE OF SPEECH—is an expression in which the words are used in a nonliteral sense to present a figure, picture, or image.  The basic figures are:

1. SIMILE—is a direct or explicit comparison between two usually unrelated things indicating a likeness or similarity between some attribute found in both things.  A simile uses like or as to introduce the comparison.  In the expression “John swims like a fish,” the grace and naturalism with which John swims is compared with the grace and naturalness with which a fish swims.  Literally, it would be impossible for John to swim like a fish because of his human nature.  However, we can imagine the figure or image of a very skilled and graceful swimmer beneath the surface.

2. METAPHOR—is an implied comparison between two usually unrelated things indicating a likeness or analogy between attributes found in both things.  A metaphor, unlike a simile, does not use like or as to indicate the comparison.

3. PERSONIFICATION—the giving of human characteristics to inanimate objects, ideas, or animals.  “The wind whistled.”  “Her heart cried out.”

4. SYNECDOCHE—is the technique of mentioning a part of something to represent the whole.  “All hands on deck!”

5. METONYMY—is the substitution of a word naming an object for another word closely associated with it.  “Pay tribute to the crown.”  “The White House has decided.”

6. SYMOL—is a word or image that signifies something other than what it literally represents.  The cross is a symbol of Christianity.  The donkey and the elephant are symbols of the two American political organizations.

7. ALLEGORY—a narrative or description having a second meaning beneath the surface one.

8. OVERSTATEMENT—is an exaggeration for the sake of emphasis and is not to be taken literally.  “rivers of blood”  “sweat to death”

9. UNDERSTATEMENT—consists of saying less than one means, or of saying what one means with less force than the occasion warrants.

10. ANTITHESIS—is a balancing or contrasting of one term against another.  “Man proposes, God disposes.”  —Pope 

11. APOSTROPHE—is the addressing of someone or something usually not present, as though present.  “Captain, My Captain!  A fearful trip is done.”  —Walt Whitman

12. DRAMATIC IRONY—a device by which the author implies a different meaning from that intended by the speaker (or by a speaker) in a literary work.  An incongruity or discrepancy between what a character says or thinks and what the reader knows to be true (or between what a character perceives and what the author intends the reader to perceive.)

13. IRONY OF SITUATION—a situation in which there is an incongruity between actual circumstances and those that would seem appropriate or between what is anticipated and what actually comes to pass.

14. VERBAL IRONY—a figure of speech in which what is meant is the opposite of what is said.

15. PARADOX—a statement or situation containing apparently contradictory or incompatible elements.

16. OXYMORON—a compact paradox—a figure of speech that combines two contradictory words, placed side by side:  bitter sweet, wise fool, living death.
ETC.

D. Sound Devices

Prose passages in literature can have a musical quality/ rhythm to it. We see this most often in poetry. Much of this musical quality is the result of sound devices. Authors use sound devices to create rhythm and mood and emphasize ideas. Sound devices include (but are not limited to):

 

· Rhyme: Similar sounds at the ends of lines (end rhyme) or within lines (internal rhyme)

· Repetition: Words or phrases that are repeated

· Assonance: Repetition of vowel sounds within words that don’t rhyme

· Consonance: Repetition of consonant sounds not at the beginning of a word

· Alliteration: Repetition of sounds at the beginning of words

· Diction: An author’s choice of words

Consider the impact of the sound device(s) used by the author. For example, which sound device do you think is most effective in creating a feeling of anxiety, fear, drama, anticipation, suspense, etc? Explain why you found it effective. What purpose does this serve (does it aid in creating tone, does it reveal connections to theme(s), etc)?
E. Tone: Author attitude toward the topic of the work

Think DIDLS to help guide your analysis
D: diction - connotation of the word choice

I: images – vivid appeals to understanding through the senses

D: details - facts that are included or omitted 

L: language - the overall use of language, such as formal, informal, clinical, jargon

S: sentence structure - how structure affects the reader’s attitude

	The author’s attitude is expressed through the words and details he or she selects. 

For example, textbooks are usually written with an objective tone which includes facts and reasonable explanations. The objective tone is matter-of-fact and neutral. The details are mostly facts. On the other hand, fiction and personal essays are usually written with a subjective tone. A subjective tone uses words that describe feelings, judgments, or opinions. The details are likely to include experiences, senses, feelings, and thoughts. 

 Objective tone is impartial. It does not show any feelings for or against a topic; therefore, it is unbiased or neutral. Often objective tone uses higher level words and avoids pronouns such as I and you, creating a formal tone. 

 Subjective tone is personal, biased, emotional, and often informal. 

NOTE: Tone is expressed through the words and details the author selects. To determine the author’s tone, you must notice how these words and details are used within the writing. 

Example: The following statements each express different attitudes about a shabby apartment. Six different tones are used: optimistic, bitter, tolerant, sentimental, humorous, and objective. 
1. This place may be shabby, but since both of my children were born while we lived here, it has a special place in my heart. 

The tone is sentimental. “It has a special place in my heart,” expresses tender emotions. 

2. This isn’t the greatest apartment in the world, but it’s not really that bad. 

The tone is tolerant. The words “not really that bad” show that the writer accepts the situation while recognizing that it could be better. 

3. If only there were some decent jobs out there, I wouldn’t be reduced to living in this miserable dump. 

The tone is bitter. The writer resents a situation that forces him or her to live in a “miserable dump.” 

4. This place does need some repairs, but I’m sure the landlord will be making improvements sometime soon. 

 The tone is optimistic. The writer is expecting the apartment to be improved soon. 

5. When we move away, we’re planning to release three hundred cockroaches and tow mice, so we can leave the place exactly as we found it. 

The tone is humorous. The writer claims to be planning a comic revenge on the landlord by returning the apartment to the terrible condition it was in when the tenants moved in. 

6. This is the apartment we live in. It provides shelter. 

The tone is objective. The writer does not express feelings about the apartment. He simply states facts.
SEE YOUR YELLOW PAGES FOR AN EXTENSIVE LIST OF TONE WORDS.


F. Symbolism
What Is Symbolism in Literature?
Symbolism is when the author uses an object or reference to add deeper meaning to a story. Symbolism in literature can be subtle or obvious, used sparingly or heavy-handedly. An author may repeatedly use the same object to convey deeper meaning or may use variations of the same object to create an overarching mood or feeling. Symbolism is often used to support a literary theme in a subtle manner.

 What Are Some Examples of Symbolism?
The following are common symbols used in literary works:

· Symbols referring to damnation: Fire, flames, heat, hot temperatures 

· Symbols referring to salvation: Crosses, angels, haloes, clouds, churches 

· Symbols referring to reincarnation or reinvention: Phoenix rising from flames, crosses, rainbows, passing storms, dawn, sunrise, broken chains 

· Symbols referring to death or endings: Gravestones, cemeteries, Grim Reaper, Day of the Dead, skulls, candle blowing out, coffin, ringing of bell

 What Are Common Cultural Symbols?
When looking for cultural symbols in literature, you'll want to think of what symbols represent moral standards, beliefs or patriotic themes for a culture or country. Here are some cultural symbols you might see:

· American cultural symbols: Red, white and blue colors; Bald Eagle; coin with "In God We Trust" 

· Indian cultural symbols: yogi, banyan tree, image of Indian god or goddess   

· Chinese cultural symbols: Bamboo tree, bonsai tree, yin/yang symbol

Sometimes cultural symbols are more specific to a particular cultural group. A mohawk haircut or an anarchy symbol indicate a punk rocker. Medals and swords symbolize a member of the military. Nets and ropes can symbolize a fisherman or sea captain. 
How Do Writers Use Symbolism?
Writers insert symbols into their writing to allude to a feeling, mood or attitude without directly stating the perspective or mood intended. Symbolism is supplemental to the story. 

Source: Adapted from http://www.life123.com/parenting/education/children-reading/what-is-symbolism-in-literature.shtml
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