
Elements of Fiction

plot: “a sequence of events leading to some sort of 
resolution that is designed to reveal the feelings, 
motives, and values of the characters.”

character: a person in a work of fiction, drama, or 
poetry.

setting: “the time and place in which the events in a 
work of fiction, drama, or narrative poetry occur.”

theme: “a central idea that [a literary work] 
conveys, either directly or implicitly.”
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Plot

exposition: the essential background information 
that allows the reader to understand characters and 
events.

conflict: complications, often between a 
protagonist and an antagonist, that build to a climax

dénouement: (French for “untying”) the 
resolution of the conflict.
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Character

protagonist: (from the Greek for “first contender”) the 
main character in a work of drama, fiction, or narrative 
poetry. The narrower terms hero and heroine identify 
protagonists who are noble, dignified, or elevated. Some 
complex works may have more than one protagonist.

antagonist: (from the Greek for “against the 
contender”) a character or force that opposes the 
protagonist’s goal and interests, creating the major conflict 
in the work. If the antagonist is evil he is termed a 
villain. Works may contain multiple antagonists. 

foil: (from strips of metal foil that were placed under 
jewels to show off their sparkle.) a character who 
contrasts with the protagonist in ways that bring out some 
of his or her moral emotional, or intellectual qualities.



Character

flat character: a two-dimensional character who is 
more type than individual and remains relatively 
unchanged throughout the work. 

round character: a three-dimensional character 
who is multifaceted, perhaps inconsistent, and capable 
of change or growth. 

showing character: presenting characters’ words 
and actions without commentary, letting the 
dramatization imply their motives, feelings, and values.

telling character: authorial shaping of the reader’s 
response by commenting on characters’ motives and 
values or by passing judgment on characters and 
events.



Theme and Tone

subject: a neutral summary of the characters anbd 
events: The subject of Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre is 
an orphan girls’ growth to womanhood in nineteenth-
century England.

theme: expresses a stance toward the subject as a 
moral or philosophical principle inherent in the work: 
A theme in Jane Eyre is the transforming power or 
romantic love.

tone: the attitude that a literary speakers expresses 
toward his or her subject matter and audience. In 
written discourse tone must be inferred from factors 
such as syntax, diction, point of view, and selection of 
details.



Point of View

narrator: the one who tells the story. His or her identity differs from that of the 
author because the narrator is always in some sense the author’s invention. 

first-person narration: has the advantage of immediacy and directness, 
but it limited by the understanding and objectivity appropriate to the 
character. A first-person narrator may be unreliable. Stream of 
consciousness is an extreme form of narration that replicates the thought 
process of a character.

third-person narration: has the possibility of much broader and 
objective perspective.  An omniscient third-person narrator can enter 
the consciousness of any character and overcome normal limitation of time 
and space.  A limited third-person narrator describes events from the 
perspective of one or a select group of characters.  An intrusive narrator 
offers judgments on the motives and actions of the characters.  An objective 
narrator does not.

second-person narration: a direct address to the reader that is usually a 
temporary departure from another form of narration. It can be a colloquial 
vague use of the second person or a metafictional device. 



Types of Novels

novel of incident/novel of character: the main focus is on either plot or 
character. Tom Jones by Henry Fielding; Pamela by Samuel Richardson

realistic novel/romance: Realistic novels portray a fictional world that 
closely resembles the events, social interactions, settings, motivations, and feelings 
encountered in everyday life. Romance portrays an exaggerated world in which 
characters undertake actions that are often analogous to myth or dream. Pride and 
Prejudice by Jane Austen; Frankenstein by Mary Shelley.

Bildungsroman: depicts the emotional and intellectual development of a 
character from childhood to adulthood. 

historical novel: emphasizes a specific historical past and its effect on the 
protagonist. A Tale of Two Cities by Charles Dickens; War and Peace by Leo Tolstoi.

epistolary novel: comprised of a series of letters between characters. The 
Color Purple by Alice Walker. 

anti-novel: eschews standard features of coherent plot and character 
development. The Erasers by Alain Robbe-Grillet; Watt by Samuel Beckett.

metafiction: self-conscious prose that incorporates the author’s writing 
process and the reader’s response. Breakfast of Champions by Kurt Vonnegut.


