Narrative Guide 


 PLOT AND NARRATIVE PACE

Plot:

The Nature of Fiction: As a descriptive term, "fiction" is misleading, for although fiction does often include made-up or imaginary elements, it has the potential for being "true": true to the nature of reality, true to human experience. Both writers of history and fiction attempt to create a world that resembles the multiplicity and complexity of the real world. What makes fiction different, of course, is its ability to build conflict, to be imaginative, to order events, and be dramatic. Writers of fiction celebrate their separateness, distinctness, and importance of all individuals and all individual differences. They assume that human experiences, whatever they are, and whenever they occur, are intrinsically important and interesting. Additionally, writers of fiction see reality as welded to psychological perception, as refracted through the minds of individuals.


Writers arrange fictional events into patterns (plot). Review Freytag's Pyramid. :
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Probably the most revealing question you can ask about a work of literature is:
·   What conflicts does it dramatize?

You can break it down into sub questions, each of which might produce interesting ideas:
·   What is the main conflict? What are the minor conflicts?
·   How are all the conflicts related?
·   What causes the conflicts?
·   Which conflicts are external and which are internal?
·   Who is the protagonist?
·   What qualities or values does the author associate with each side of the conflict?
·   Where does the climax occur? Why?
·   How is the main conflict resolved? Which conflicts go unresolved? Why?

Additional strategies for thinking about plot:
1)   List the qualities of the protagonist(s) and antagonist(s).
2)   On one side of a piece of paper, list the external conflicts of the work. On the other side, list the internal conflicts. Draw a line between the external and internal conflicts that seem related.
3)   List the key conflicts. For each conflict, list the ways in which the conflict has been resolved, if it has. Mark the conflicts that are left unresolved.
4)   List the major structural units of the work (chapters, scenes, parts). Summarize what happens in each part. What relationship do the action or conflicts have to the structure?
5)   Are certain episodes narrated out of chronological order? What is the effect of the arrangements of episodes?
6)   Are certain situations repeated? If so, what do you make of the repetitions?
7)   Describe the qualities that make the situation at the beginning unstable. Describe the qualities that make the conclusion stable, if in fact it is stable.
8)   List the causes of the unstable situations at the beginning and throughout the work. 

Narrative Pace:
Every story is told at a certain pace with some variations in speed. In stories in which the unfolding of quick or violent action is important, the narrator may use action verbs rather than verbs of being or condition to create the effect of headlong speed in a chase or quick, reciprocal action in a fistfight. However, in novels of ideas or novels of manners, there may be well extended discussions of ideas by characters or by the narrator. In such a case, very little action may take place, and the narrative pace slows down. 

When a prompt asks you to consider a writer's narrative pace, consider:
1.   how the writer holds our attention
2.   how suspense and/or excitement is produced (how (s)he moves the plot (forward)
3.   the cause/effect nature of storytelling (paying attention to exposition--conflict--denouement)
4.   how the story is told in time
5.   variations in amount of outward and inward knowledge involved
6.   how the point of view helps emphasize the narrator's development from innocence to awareness
7.   how the writer uses verbs and pronoun person in establishing connections
8.   whether the narrative flow is interrupted (perhaps by dialogue, digression, etc.)
9.   a vocabulary for discussing "narrative pace" in a literary piece might be similar to one discussing music (tempo, cadence, staccato, emotional pitch, dynamic, etc.)

