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Fiction

Mappe esplicative mostrano 

visivamente le caratteristiche 

e gli elementi fondamentali 

di ogni genere letterario.

Ogni sezione analizza 

un genere letterario:

Fiction

Poetry

Drama

Non-fiction

In ogni sezione sono indicate 

le competenze che si andranno 

ad attivare per comprendere 

e apprezzare un testo letterario.
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L’attività finale di produzione 

propone un esercizio 

di scrittura creativa.

La rubrica Creative Competences 

fornisce un percorso guidato 

con esempi sui più svariati tipi di testo: 

dalla lettera alla detective story.

Le caratteristiche di ogni genere letterario sono analizzate 

in brevi paragrafi, seguiti da uno o più estratti letterari 

che rendono immediatamente operativa la parte teorica. 

Le attività che accompagnano 

ciascun brano verificano 

la comprensione del testo.
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Fiction

False story, 

something 

that isn’t true

Romance

StructurePopular fiction

Plot Narrator Character Setting

Fantastic stories
Improbable

Unrealistic

Invented but

quite realistic

Novel

The simplest definition of ‘fiction’ would be ‘a false story, 

something that isn’t true’. However, the situation is more 

complex. The precursor of the novel was the romance. 

Romances were improbable, fantastic stories of 

adventure.  

By the 18th century the romance was replaced by the 

novel, that was very different. The novel told a story 

which, although invented, was quite realistic.  

We will consider here the most important structural 

elements such as plot, narrator, character, setting.

COMPETENCES

• Reading and understanding a fiction text
• Identifying different types and genres 

of literary text
• Analysing and interpreting a fiction text
• Analysing techniques and functions 

of fiction writing
• Writing for different communicative purposes
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1. THE PLOT

The plot is the series of events as the author presents and 

connects them in his/her text. The author can narrate 

these in chronological order from beginning to middle to 

end, in which case we say that the story is told in a linear 

way. But events can also be narrated in a non-linear way, 

using flashbacks, anticipations and digressions, which 

take us away from the main plot: it depends on the effect 

the writer is trying to create in the reader’s mind. 

Building a story

While the short story typically has few characters and 

centres on a particular event or incident in their lives, the 

novel usually takes place over a longer period of time, and 

contains more characters and more incidents. The plot is 

usually built from a series of events or episodes which are 

also connected by the novel’s theme, and which reflect on 

each other in various ways. But in a novel the story is part 

of a larger structure that the novelist uses to explore the 

possibilities of human life. The novel contains people, 

actions and events but also ideas, atmospheres, analysis 

of emotions, memories and motivations.  

The Chinese-box structure

A specific type of structure is the ‘story within a story’, 

often called the Chinese-box structure. Here, instead of 

forming a linear chain of episodes, stories are embedded 

one inside the other. The most famous example of this is 

the Thousand and One Nights.

BEYOND THE PLOT: THE VALUE

From Aspects of the Novel (1927),  

by Edward M. Forster

In the following passage the English novelist and critic E. M. 

Forster discusses another aspect of the novel that raises it 

above the level of a ‘story’. He calls this aspect ‘value’. 

We are all like Scheherazade’s husband, 1 in that we 

want to know what happens next. That is universal 

and that is why the backbone 2 of  a novel has to be a 

story. Some of  us want to know nothing else – there is 

nothing in us but primeval curiosity, and consequently 

our other literary judgements are ludicrous. 3 And now 

the story can be defined. It is a narrative of  events 

arranged in their time-sequence – dinner coming after 

breakfast, Tuesday after Monday, decay 4 after death, 

and so on. Qua 5 story, it can only have one merit: that 

of  making the audience want to know what happens 

next. And conversely 6 it can only have one fault: that 

of  making the audience not want to know what 

happens next. These are the only two criticisms that 

can be made on the story that is a story. It is the lowest 

and simplest of  literary organisms. Yet it is the highest 

factor common to all the very complicated organisms 

known as novels.

When we isolate the story like this from the nobler 

aspects through which it moves, and hold it out on the 

forceps 7 – wriggling 8 and interminable, the naked 

worm of  time – it presents an appearance that is both 

unlovely and dull. 9 But we have much to learn from it. 

Let us begin by considering it in connection with daily 

life. Daily life is also full of  the time-sense. We think 

one event occurs after or before another, the thought 

is often in our minds, and much of  our talk and action 

proceeds on the assumption. Much of  our talk and 

action, but not all; there seems something else in life 

besides 10 time, something which may conveniently be 

called ‘value’, something which is measured not by 

minutes or hours, but by intensity, so that when we 

look at our past it does not stretch 11 back evenly 12 but 

piles up 13 into a few notable pinnacles, 14 and when 

we look at the future it seems sometimes a wall, 

sometimes a cloud, sometimes a sun, but never a 

chronological chart. Neither memory nor anticipation 

1  Scheherazade’s husband: the narrator of the Thousand and One

 Nights is Scheherazade, who is condemned to death by her husband

 the sultan Schahriar, who marries a girl every night and then has her

 killed the following day to prevent her from being unfaithful to him.

 Scheherazade saves her own life by telling a story every night

 without ending it. 

2  backbone: spine (here it refers to the basic structuring component).

3  ludicrous: ridiculous.

4  decay: physical degeneration or decomposition.

5  Qua: in its essence (Latin).

6  conversely: on the contrary.

7  forceps: surgical instrument used to hold things.

8  wriggling: struggling to escape.

9  dull: uninteresting.

10 besides: as well as.

11 stretch: extend.

12 evenly: in a continuous, uniform way.

13 piles up: accumulates.

14 pinnacles: peaks, high points.

5
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15 delivered: (here) freed.

16 allegiance: loyalty, obedience to (here it means being ruled by).

17  life by values: life measured by values.

is much interested in Father Time, and all dreamers, 

artists and lovers are partially delivered 15 from his 

tyranny; he can kill them, but he cannot secure their 

attention [...]. So daily life, whatever it may be really, 

is practically composed of  two lives – the life in time 

and the life by values – and our conduct reveals a 

double allegiance. 16 ‘I only saw her for five minutes, 

but it was worth it.’ There you have both allegiances 

in a single sentence. And what the story does is to 

narrate the life in time. And what the entire novel does 

– if  it is a good novel – is to include the life by values 17 

as well.

1 Consider Forster’s definition of a story. Fill in the following text with the missing words.

curious • essential • events • continues • indifferent • primitive • virtue • succeed

 

It is a chain of a …… that b …… each other in time. Its only c …… is that it makes the audience d …… about what will 

happen next. A bad story, on the other hand, leaves the audience e …… as to how it f ……. . According to Forster, the story 

is a g …… literary organism but at the same time it is an h …… ingredient of all novels.

2 In the last paragraph, distinguishing between the story and our perception of life, Forster introduces the idea 

of ‘value’. What does he mean by this term? Fill in the following text with the missing words.

combine • value • attention • important • short • intensity

Although we generally perceive the events of our lives in sequence, they do not all have the same a …… for us. We 

consider some experiences more b …… than others and consequently these occupy much of our c …… distracting us from 

the procession of time. In this way, a particular moment of our past in which something of great significance happened 

may expand in our mind, even when the event itself was very d ……. What concerns us in these cases is the e …… of the 

experience and not its duration in physical time. For Forster a good novel should f …… both elements: the passing of time 

and the quality of our subjective experience of time.

You can describe an important – or a ‘value’ – 
experience following some rules in order to make it 
clear and to let the reader understand your 
sensations.
• You can start your paragraph by setting the scene, 

i.e. specifying the time and place it happened using 
sentences like:

I vividly remember an event which happened in...  
/ when I was.../ ... years ago.
I was/ We were in...
• Then you can describe the event. Remember to use 

past forms. Try to convey your sensations as vividly 

as possible. Sometimes you can convey sensations 
indirectly by describing the atmosphere (sounds, 
smells, colours, concurrent minor events, etc.).

• To conclude your paragraph explain what it meant 
to you. For example:

This episode was really important to me/ meant a lot to 
me/ has a special place in my memory because…

3 Write a paragraph about a moment in your life 

you remember as having particular ‘value’. What 

was it about the experience that made it 

particularly memorable?

HOW TO WRITE A ‘VALUE’ EXPERIENCECREATIVE COMPETENCES

The Harem, by John Frederick Lewis (1850).
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2. THE NARRATOR

The Narrator

• Point of view of the character
• He/She forms his/her opinion on the other characters
• The narrative shifts between different points of view

• The story can be told from a neutral point of view
• The reader has the freedom to form his/her ideas and 

judgement of characters

First-person 

Narrator

Third-person 

Narrator
Omniscient

Character 

internal to the 

story

Character 

external to the 

story

Observer of the 

events

He/she sees all 

and knows everything 

about characters

 Intrusive 

Narrator

Non-intrusive 

Narrator

• Steps in to comment 
on the action of character

• Steps in to digress
• ‘Divine’ intervention

• Stays more in background
• Sometimes is a guide for the 

reader
• Restricts her/himself to 

telling the story

Relates events 

from his/her point 

of view

Non-omniscient

The narrator in a novel or short story is the person, or 

voice, who tells the story and provides the perspective or 

point of view from which the story is told. A story is 

normally narrated in either the first or third person.

2.a. The First-Person Narrator
The first-person narrator is a character internal to the 

story. He/She relates the events that he/she has 

experienced from her/ his point of view. His/her 

perspective is generally limited. When a story is recounted 

in the first person it is usually the protagonist who speaks, 

telling his or her own story. However, sometimes he or she 

may only be a secondary character, a witness or a listener, 

who listens to somebody else’s story. 

The use of the first-person narrator means that we 

normally see the story subjectively, that is from the point 

of view of the person speaking, and this may give us the 

feeling that we are reading something autobiographical. It 

also means that we generally only get one particular view 

of the story.

The Narrator as Protagonist

Several early novels actually took the form of fictional 

autobiography. Later on in the novel’s development the 

first-person narrator was typically used to give a definitely 

fictional protagonist a degree of psychological realism. It 

is important at all times to consider that the first-person 

narrator is also a character and therefore is a fictional 

construction.

Fiction
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WHERE HAVE THE COLOURS GONE?

From Voyage in the Dark (1934),  

by Jean Rhys

In the following extract the protagonist Anna Morgan describes 

her initial impressions upon her arrival in England, a world 

completely removed from the West Indies where she grew up. 

It was as if  a curtain had fallen, hiding everything I 

had ever known. It was almost like being born again. 

The colours were different, the smells different, the 

feeling things gave you right down inside yourself  was 

different. Not just the difference between heat, cold; 

light, darkness; purple, grey. But a difference in the 

way I was frightened and the way I was happy. I didn’t 

like England at first. I couldn’t get used to the cold. 

Sometimes I would shut my eyes and pretend that the 

heat of  the fire, or the bed-clothes drawn up round 

me, was sun-heat; or I would pretend I was standing 

outside the house at home, looking down Market 

Street to the Bay. When there was a breeze the sea was 

millions of  spangles; 1 and on still days it was purple as 

5

10

1 This is an example of first-person narrative. What does Rhys achieve by making her main character narrate her 
own story? Fill in the following text with the missing words.

isolation • identify • view • enter • first

 

By using a ……- person narrative, Rhys enables us to b ……the character’s interior world and to see England from 

her point of c ……. . Moreover, she gives us an intense sense of the character’s d ……and vulnerability to her new 

environment. The use of a first-person narrator gives us a figure with whom we can e …….

2 The narrator describes the town of Southsea, but it is also a way to talk about herself. What can we learn about 
her inner life from this description? Choose the adjectives which best describe how she probably feels.

a  desperate  b  resigned  c  miserable  d  nostalgic  e  content  f  isolated

Tyre and Sidon 2 […] After a while I got used to 

England and I liked it all right; I got used to 

everything except the cold and that the towns we went 

to always looked exactly alike. […] Southsea, this 

place was.

1  spangles: sparkling flakes or spots.

2  Tyre and Sidon: both ancient Phoenician cities,

 famous for the production of purple.

15

HOW TO WRITE A STORY IN THE FIRST PERSON

A story narrated in the first person can be similar to a 
very sophisticated diary. 
• Remember to start your story with the place and 

date. You could start with the following sentence:
8th February/
Dear Diary,
I feel really depressed/ sad/ happy/ excited...
because…
• Describe what you like/don’t like about the event 

or situation you are describing in a personal and 
subjective way. For example:

Let me describe what happened. First of all... .
Another thing I don’t like is... . 

But the worst aspect of all is.... .
The best thing about it is... . 
What I like is.../ the positive thing about this situation/
about what happened/ is... .
• To conclude your diary page you could try to 

think of future plans/ how to find a solution to a 
problem/ a final thought. For example:

I really hope I’ll be able to…/ find a solution…/ cope 
with a similar situation…

3  Write a text imagining you have just moved to a 

country you don’t really like.

CREATIVE COMPETENCES

A market in Guadeloupe, French West Indies.
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The Narrator as Protagonist

The first-person narrator is not always the central 

character in a novel. He/She may be a secondary character 

who witnesses and recounts a story involving other 

people. This type of narrator is extremely common in the 

American novel. A famous example is Nick Carraway, the 

narrator of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby.

A STRANGE MAN 

From The Great Gatsby (1925),  

by Francis Scott Fitzgerald 

The narrator Nick Carraway becomes friends with the 

enigmatic Jay Gatsby. He witnesses the beautiful but tragic 

love affair between his young cousin, the rich Daisy Buchanan, 

and Gatsby. In this scene, at the end of a party at Gatsby’s 

house, Nick is preparing to leave, not wishing to intrude on the 

couple’s intimacy. But Gatsby doesn’t want him to go.

I tried to go then, but they wouldn’t hear of  it; 1 

perhaps my presence made them feel more 

satisfactorily alone.

‘I know what we’ll do,’ said Gatsby, ‘we’ll have 

Klipspringer 2 play the piano.’ [...]

‘I don’t play well. I don’t––I hardly play at all. I’m all 

out of  prac––’

‘We’ll go downstairs,’ interrupted Gatsby. He flipped a 

switch. 3 The grey windows disappeared as the house 

glowed 4 full of  light.

In the music room Gatsby turned on a solitary lamp 

beside the piano. He lit Daisy’s cigarette from a 

trembling match and sat down with her on a couch 5 

far across the room where there was no light save 6 

what the gleaming 7 floor bounced in 8 from the hall.

When Klipspringer had played ‘The Love Nest’ 9 he 

turned around on the bench 10 and searched unhappily 

for Gatsby in the gloom. 11

‘I’m all out of  practice, you see. I told you I couldn’t 

play. I’m all out of  prac—’

‘Don’t talk so much, old sport,’ commanded Gatsby. 

‘Play!’ […]

As I went over to say goodbye I saw that the 

expression of  bewilderment 12 had come back into 

Gatsby’s face, as though a faint doubt had occurred to 

him as to the quality of  his present happiness. 

As I watched him he adjusted himself  a little, visibly. 

His hand took hold of  hers, and as she said something

low in his ear he turned toward her with a rush of  13 

emotion. I think that voice held him most with its 

fluctuating, feverish warmth because it couldn’t be 

over-dreamed –– that voice was a deathless song.

They had forgotten me but Daisy glanced up and held 

out her hand; Gatsby didn’t know me now at all. I 

looked once more at them and they looked back at 

me, remotely, possessed by intense life. Then I went 

out of  the room and down the marble steps into the 

rain, leaving them there together.

1  wouldn’t hear of it: (here) wouldn’t allow me to go.

2  Klipspringer: Ewing Klipspringer, acquaintance of Gatsby.

3  flipped a switch: turned on the lights.

4  glowed: emanated.

5  couch: sofa.

6  save: except.

7  gleaming: shining, polished.

8  bounced in: (here) reflected.

9  ‘The Love Nest’: popular 1920s song.

10  bench: (here) seat for pianist.

11  gloom: darkness.

12  bewilderment: confusion.

13 a rush of: sudden.

1 Does the narrator speak about himself?

2 The narrator is not one of the protagonists of the story. Find the expressions that tell us he is only a witness.

3 What is the overall impression that we get of Gatsby from the witness narrator? Choose from among the 
following.

a  Idealistic

b  Mysterious 

c  Cynical 

d  Pathetic 

e  Unknowable 

f  Realistic

g  Romantic

h  Sad

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

Leonardo DiCaprio as Gatsby in The Great Gatsby, 

directed by Baz Luhrmann (2013)

Fiction
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The Narrator as Listener

The narrator as listener is typically someone who tells the 

reader about an occasion when he heard a story told by 

someone else. This type of narrator forms part of a 

Chinese-box narrative structure.

THE MARINER MARLOW 

From Youth (1902),  

by Joseph Conrad 

These are the opening paragraphs of one of Conrad’s best-

known sea stories. As is often the case in this author’s fiction, 

the story is that of a character called Marlow who evokes one of 

the classic figures of oral storytelling, the mariner who brings 

home tales of his adventures at sea.

This could have occurred nowhere but in England, 

where men and sea interpenetrate, so to speak – the 

sea entering into the life of  most men, and the men 

knowing something or everything about the sea, in the 

way of  amusement, of  travel, or of  breadwinning.

We were sitting round a mahogany table that reflected 

the bottle, the claret glasses, and our faces as we 

leaned on our elbows. There was a director of  

companies, an accountant, a lawyer, Marlow, and 

myself. The director had been a Conway boy, 1 the 

accountant had served four years at sea, the lawyer – a 

fine crusted Tory, 2 High Churchman, 3 the best of  old 

fellows, the soul of  honour – had been chief  officer in 

the P. & O. 4 service in the good old days when 

mail-boats were square-rigged at least on two masts, 

and used to come down the China Sea before a fair 

monsoon with stun’-sails 5 set alow and aloft. 6 We all 

began life in the merchant service. Between the five of  

us there was the strong bond of  the sea, and also the 

fellowship of  the craft, 7 which no amount of  

enthusiasm for yachting, cruising, and so on can give, 

since one is only the amusement of  life and the other 

is life itself.

Marlow (at least I think that is how he spelt his name) 

told the story, or rather the chronicle, of  a voyage: –

‘Yes, I have seen a little of  the Eastern seas; but what I 

remember best is my first voyage there. You fellows 

know there are those voyages that seem ordered for 

the illustration of  life, that might stand for a symbol of  

existence. You fight, work, sweat, nearly kill yourself, 

sometimes do kill yourself, trying to accomplish 

something – and you can’t.’

1  Conway boy: the Conway was a ship used to train sailors.

2  fine crusted Tory: upper class gentleman and member

 of the Conservative party.

3  High Churchman:  member of the High Anglican Church.

4  P. & O.: name of a shipping company.

5  stun’-sails: short for studding sails (narrow sails set at the outer

 edges of a square sail when the wind is light).

6  alow and aloft: low and high (referring to the positioning

 of sails on a ship).

7  craft: profession.

25

30

1 Is the narrator telling his own story?

2 What is the effect of placing the main narrator of the story inside the frame of a narrator as listener? Fill in the 
text with the missing words.

rhythm • listens • invisible • reader • table • oral

The figure of the narrator as somebody who a …… to another person’s story immediately evokes an b …… storytelling 

scene. Here the figures around the c …… recall the idea of telling stories around the campfire. Moreover, the narrator as a 

listener provides a figure of identification for the d ……, who consequently pays more attention to the particular voice of 

the storyteller, to his e …… of speaking and the mood he evokes. At the same time, the figure of the author becomes more 

and more f ……. .

3 Why does the author choose to recount that particular story? Choose from among the following.

a  it is entertaining       b  he believes it has general symbolic value       c  it is the worst thing that ever happened to him

5

10

15

20

Heart of Darkness, by Nicolas Roeg (1993).
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2.b. The Third-Person Narrator
Third-person narrators remain external to the story. They 

are principally observers of the events. Narrators 

moreover may be omniscient and non-omniscient.

The Omniscient Narrator

The omniscient narrator is perhaps the most common 

type of narrator in the English novel. Omniscient means 

‘having knowledge of all things.’ Thus the omniscient 

narrator is like a god: he/she can see into the hearts and 

minds of all his/her characters, although he/she may 

privilege certain characters over others. We can therefore 

say that the omniscient narrator can, if he/she chooses, 

make us familiar with the characters. Because the 

omniscient narrator is like a god, the balance of power 

between narrator and reader is weighted in favour of the 

narrator. He/She knows everything whereas we only know 

what he/she chooses to tell us. 

The Intrusive Narrator

He/She may also step in and comment on the characters 

or action, or digress (interrupt the action of the novel to 

talk about something else), in which case he/she is 

described as an intrusive narrator. Intrusive narrators 

generally present themselves in the first person but are 

not internal to the story. The intrusive narrator is in the 

position of knowing everything about the characters and 

the motivations behind their actions. 

THE BEGINNING OF THE STORY 

From Vanity Fair (1847-48),  

by William M. Thackeray 

In this passage, taken from relatively near the beginning of the 

novel, Thackeray apologises to the reader for telling what 

appears to be an uneventful story, yet at the same time 

defends his narrative, saying that it is true to life.

I know that the tune I am piping 1 is a very mild one 

(although there are some terrific chapters coming 

presently), and must beg 2 the good-natured reader to 

remember, that we are only discoursing at present 

about a stockbroker’s 3 family in Russell Square, 4 who 

are taking walks, or luncheon, or dinner, or talking 

and making love as people do in common life, and 

without a single passionate and wonderful incident to 

mark the progress of  their loves. The argument stands 

thus – Osborne, in love with Amelia, has asked an old 

friend to dinner and to Vauxhall 5 – Jos Sedley is in 

love with Rebecca. Will he marry her? That is the 

great subject now in hand.

We might have treated this subject in the genteel, 6 or 

in the romantic, or in the facetious 7 manner. Suppose 

we had laid the scene 8 in Grosvenor Square, 9 with 

the very same adventures – would not some people 

have listened? Suppose we had shown how Lord 

Joseph Sedley fell in love, and the Marquis of  Osborne 

became attached to Lady Amelia, with the full consent 

of  the Duke, her noble father: or instead of  the 

supremely genteel, suppose we had resorted to 10 the 

entirely low, 11 and described what was going on in Mr 

Sedley’s kitchen. [...] But my readers must hope for no 

such romance, only a homely story, and must be 

content with a chapter about Vauxhall, which is so 

short that it scarce deserves 12 to be called a chapter at 

all. And yet it is a chapter, and a very important one 

too. Are not there little chapters in everybody’s life, 

that seem to be nothing, and yet affect all the rest of  

the history?

1  the tune I’m piping: (metaphorical) the story I’m telling.

2  beg: ask humbly.

3  stockbroker: person who works at the stock exchange.

4  Russell Square: place in central London.

5  Vauxhall: area in south London, by the river.

6  genteel: respectable.

7  facetious: humorous, insolent.

8  Suppose we had laid the scene: imagine we had set the story.

9  Grosvenor Square: place in Mayfair, central London.

10  resorted to: used as a last possibility.

11  the entirely low: the world of servants and lower class characters.

12  scarce deserves: doesn’t really deserve.
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1 This is a classic example of an intrusive narrator. Underline the parts of the text which tell us that the narrator 
is commenting on the story and is talking directly to the reader.

2 How does the narrator address the reader? Choose from among the following.

a  courteous 

b  contemptuous  

c  complicit

d  respectful 

e  arrogant 

f  indifferent
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3 What effect does the practice of interrupting a story have? Choose from among the following and give reasons 
for your choices. More than one answer is possible.

a  It creates a relationship between author and reader.

b  It establishes a convivial atmosphere.

c  It is irritating for the reader who wants to know how the story continues.

d  It makes the story more realistic.

e  It makes the narration more thrilling.

f  It adds a playful element to the novel.

2.c. The Non-Intrusive Narrator
The practice of interrupting or commenting on the 

characters and story was usually linked to a ‘moral’ 

conception of the novel. The narrator, through ironic 

comments and criticisms, was indirectly telling us what 

he/she thought of the characters and their actions, and 

thus placing himself/herself above them. On the other 

hand, in many other novels the omniscient narrator, 

although perceptible at certain moments, generally stays 

more in the background and restricts himself/herself to 

telling the story.

MARIANNE AND JOHN 

From Sense and Sensibility (1811),  

by Jane Austen

Marianne has just met John Willoughby, who has carried her 

back to the Dashwoods’ cottage after she has fallen during a 

walk in the country. There seems to be an attraction between 

them. 

They 1 speedily discovered that their enjoyment of  

dancing and music was mutual, and that it arose from 

a general conformity of  judgment in all that related to 

either. 2 Encouraged by this to a further examination 

of  his opinions, she proceeded to question him on the 

subject of  books; her favourite authors were brought 

forward 3 and dwelt upon 4 with so rapturous 5 a 

delight, that any young man of  five and twenty 6 must 

have been insensible indeed, not to become an 

immediate convert to the excellence of  such works, 

however disregarded before. 

Their taste was strikingly alike. 7 The same books, the 

same passages were idolized by each – or if  any 

difference appeared, any objection arose, it lasted no 

longer than till the force of  her arguments and the 

brightness of  her eyes could be displayed. He 

acquiesced 8 in all her decisions, caught all her 

enthusiasm; and long before his visit concluded, they 

conversed with the familiarity of  a long-established 

acquaintance. 

1  They: Marianne and John.

2  either: both of them. 

3  brought forward: brought into the conversation, mentioned. 

4  dwelt upon: examined in detail. 

5  rapturous: passionate. 

6  five and twenty: twenty-five. 

7  strikingly alike: amazingly similar. 

8  acquiesced: agreed. 
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1 The paragraph provides an example of the narrator’s irony. The narrator says that Marianne and 
Willoughby’s mutual enthusiasm for music and dance ‘arose from a general conformity of judgment in 
all that related to either’. In what way is this ironic? Fill in the text with the missing words.

sensibility • tastes • conventions • ironic • spontaneous 

Austen’s use of the word ‘conformity’ is a ……. . Literally, it refers to the conformity of two people in terms of 

their b …… and inclinations but it also suggests that this is part of a wider conformity to the Romantic values 

shared by many young people of the time. Though Marianne thinks that she is extremely c …… and has a unique 

d ……, we discover that this spontaneity is partly the product of learned e ……. .
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2.d. The Non-Omniscient Narrator
The non-omniscient narrator generally remains 

anonymous. We do not feel the presence of his/her voice 

telling us the story or making judgements about the 

characters. Non-omniscient narration of various types is 

typical of the modern novel. In fact modern fiction has 

generally suppressed or eliminated the authorial voice by 

presenting the story directly through the words, thoughts 

or feelings of the characters.

This narrator can look at the story from different 

perspectives, and usually sees at events from the point of 

view of one or more characters. The reader is free to 

identify with a character or interpret what s/he is told. We 

either learn with the characters, through their 

impressions, or we have to interpret the significance of the 

characters’ words and actions for ourselves.

THE CIVILIAN PRISON CAMP 

From The Empire of the Sun (1984),  

by James G. Ballard 

The novel is partly based on J. G. Ballard’s childhood 

experiences in a civilian prison camp in China during World War 

II. In the passage the protagonist Jim, a boy who has been 

separated from his parents after being moved several times 

from one prison camp to another, arrives at an overcrowded 

camp where he believes he might find his parents. 

The bus was moving into the camp through the open 

gates. The Japanese sergeant stood in the passenger 

door, pistol in hand, waving back 1 the crowd of  

prisoners. From their sullen 2 faces it was clear that 

they greeted 3 these new arrivals with little enthusiasm, 

more mouths to be fed from their meagre rations. 4 

Jim sat up as the truck 5 lumbered 6 forward to the 

gates. Dr Ransome fell to the floor, and was helped on 

to a seat by the English couple with the wicker 7 

suitcase. Jim smiled at the woman walking along the 

wire. 8 When she stretched 9 a hand to him he 

wondered if  she were a friend of  his mother. The 

camp was filled with families, and somewhere among 

the strolling 10 couples might be his parents. 

He peered11 at the English faces, at the gangs 12 of  

boys laughing behind the Japanese sentries. 13 To his 

surprise he felt a moment of  regret, of  sadness that his 

HOW TO WRITE A LETTER

•  Remember when writing a letter to begin with the 
date and the usual formulas of greeting. For 
example:

Dear...,
I hope you are well/ how are you?/ I trust you are in 
good health.
•  Now begin the substance of your letter describing 

the experience you had and expressing your 
feelings and sensations. For example:

You won’t believe what I heard this afternoon…/ I was 
really shocked…/ I was really delighted…/ I was so 
sad… 
•  Remember you are writing as a character. 

Therefore your response will depend on the kind 
of person you are. You might dream, for example, 
you are living a different experience from the one 
you already know. Try to imagine how your life 

would change if this happened to you.
If I could live the experience I have in mind…/ I’d talk 
about music/literature/social media/cinema…/ I’d 
live every month in a different country… 
•  You can conclude your letter by asking your friend 

for advice. For example:
If you were me, what would you do?
•  Remember to conclude with an affectionate 

phrase such as:
Best wishes/ Love/ Yours

2  Imagine you are Marianne’s friend and you have 

overheard the conversation between Marianne 

and John. Write a letter to another friend 

explaining how you feel about the possibility of 

their engagement, knowing they have very 

different characters.

CREATIVE COMPETENCES

1  waving back: signalling with his hand to go away.

2  sullen: resentful.

3  greeted: welcomed.

4  meagre rations: extremely limited allowance of food.

5  truck: large vehicle.

6  lumbered: moved slowly and heavily.

7  wicker: made of cane.

8  the wire: (here) perimeter of the camp.

9  stretched: extended.

10  strolling: walking slowly.

11  peered: looked intensely.

12  gangs: groups.

13  sentries: guards.

14  quest: search.
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1 Ballard uses a non-omniscient narrative technique. Whose point of view does he adopt to tell the story? 
Indicate in which paragraphs this point of view emerges more clearly.

2 What are the effects of this technique? Choose from among the following. More than one answer is possible.

a   It limits our perception of the event.

b   It permits us to morally judge the characters.  

c   It creates complicity between the narrator

 and the reader.

d   It increases our sense of the protagonist’s

 isolation.

e   It makes us identify with the protagonist.

quest 14 for his mother and father would soon be over. 

As long as he searched for them he was prepared to be 

hungry and ill, but now that the search had ended he 

felt saddened by the memory of  all he had been 

through, and of  how much he had changed. He was 

closer 15 now to the ruined battlefields and this 

fly-infested 16 truck, to the nine sweet potatoes in the 

sack below the driver’s seat, even in a sense to the 

detention centre, than he would ever be again to his 

house in Amherst Avenue.

The truck stopped by the gates. The Japanese sergeant 

peered over the tailgate 17 at the prisoners lying on the 

floor. […] Jim gazed at the prisoners wandering across 

the compound. Groups of  boys played football in the 

brick yard of  the ceramics works. Were his mother 

and father hiding among the kilns? 18

15  closer: more accustomed to.

16  fly-infested: full of flies.

17  tailgate: rear opening of the truck.

18  kilns: ovens used to make ceramics.

3. CHARACTER

Evolution of the character in literature

Disintegration of character

18th century Importance of social position

Inner aspects become more important

Exploration of interior world

19th century

20th century

A scene from Empire of The Sun, 

directed by Steven Spielberg (1987).
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By characters we mean the fictitious people involved in 

the narration. In a novel or short story, characters can be 

presented either directly by the narrator, who may give us 

details about their physical appearance, social status, 

personality and so on, or indirectly, through descriptions 

of their behaviour and through their dialogues.

3.a. The evolution of character in the novel 
Many novels of the 18th and 19th century took as their 

main theme the formation of the central character, and in 

particular, his or her passage from youth to maturity. Most 

of the great central characters of the English novel are 

young people. Youth is a central concern of the 19th-

century novel, because it is during youth or adolescence 

that a person’s character is formed. Inevitably, the 

formation of character is linked to the demands of the 

society in which a person lives. The development of 

modern industrial society, which was also the period of 

the rise of the novel, demanded that individuals be 

industrious and responsible. Heroes and heroines of the 

18th-century novel had the appropriate qualities for the 

position s/he was to take up in a rigidly ordered society. 

This is why the plots of many 18th-century novels are 

concerned with mysteries of parentage – at that time it 

was the social position of one’s parents which decided 

one’s destiny in the end.

But the rise of the middle classes in the 19th century 

brought a greater possibility for social advancement. The 

new urban society was a place where an enterprising 

young man or woman could seek their fortune and 

hopefully improve their position in the world.

BECOMING ADULT 

From David Copperfield  

(1849-50), 

by Charles Dickens 

Recounting his story 

as an adult, David 

Copperfield recalls 

the time when he was 

seventeen and had just 

left school. David 

is trying to decide what 

he wants to be in life. 

Although he has hopes 

for his own future, he is 

aware of the limitations 

of his present horizons.

I am doubtful whether I was at heart glad 1 or sorry, 

when my schooldays drew to an end, and the time 

came for my leaving Doctor Strong’s. 2 I had been 

very happy there, I had a great attachment for the 

Doctor, and I was eminent and distinguished in that 

little world. For these reasons I was sorry to go; but for 

other reasons, unsubstantial 3 enough, I was glad. Misty 

ideas of  being a young man at my own disposal, 4 of  

the importance attaching to a young man at his own 

disposal, of  the wonderful things to be seen and done 

by that magnificent animal, and the wonderful effects 

he could not fail to make upon society, lured 5 me 

away.

So powerful were these visionary considerations in my 

boyish mind, that I seem, according to my present way 

of  thinking, 6 to have left school without natural regret. 

The separation has not made the impression on me, 

that other separations have. I try in vain to recall how 

I felt about it, and what its circumstances were; but it 

is not momentous 7 in my recollection. 8 I suppose the 

opening prospect confused me. I know that my 

juvenile experiences went 9 for little or nothing then; 

and that life was more like a great fairy story, which I 

was just about to begin to read, than anything else. 

1  glad: happy.

2  Doctor Strong: director of the school David Copperfield

 goes to after working for a time in London.

3  unsubstantial: of little consequence.

4  at my own disposal: free from attachments or obligations.

5  lured: seduced.

6  according to my present way of thinking: Copperfield is recounting

 his story as an adult.

7  momentous: significant.

8  recollection: memory.

9  went: (here) counted.
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1 What kind of narrator does Dickens use? What is the effect of this narrative technique?

2 What idea do we get of David’s character from what he says? Choose from among the following adjectives the 
ones that best describe him. Find evidence in the text to support your answer.

a  Down-to-earth 

b  Dreamy

c  Imaginative 

d  Confused 

e  Naive 

f  Ambitious 

Young Charles Dickens, 

by Daniel Maclise (1839).
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3 From what we learn about David’s situation at this point, how much does he appear to have control over his 
own destiny? Fill in the following text with the missing words.

future • imagination • possible • responsibility • free 

In this passage the adult Copperfield reflects on a moment in a young person’s life when everything seems a …… and the 

b …… looks bright. This is the moment when one decides what one wants to be in life. However, it becomes clear that 

David is not as c …… to choose his destiny as he imagines. We see that he is a bit of a dreamer with a vivid d …… but at 

the same time has a sense of duty and e …… towards the people who support him.

3.b. The Disintegration of Character
From the 19th century the novel gradually moved away 

from characters with clearly defined identities to the 

exploration of the interior world of the mind with its 

complex web of half-understood feelings, thoughts and 

impulses. The notion of character became more fluid and 

less easily definable. This movement reached its most 

extreme point in the works of Modernism.

The characters of the great works of modernist fiction are 

not clearly defined people with clearly defined traits and 

qualities, but rather territories of fluid consciousness. 

These ‘empty’ characters of the modern novel are usually 

people who wander around the depersonalised spaces of 

the modern city. Thus the writer presents to the reader not 

a story but the processes of thought itself, which is like a 

stream and is therefore called stream of consciousness.

Therefore the linear sequence of a character’s past, 

present and future becomes combined in a fluid 

consciousness in which past, present and future coexist in 

the same moment. 

The disintegration of character brings with it the narrative 

innovations of the interior monologue, which is when the 

writer tries to reproduce the stream of consciousness in 

words, while disregarding logical connections, traditional 

syntactic rules and use of punctuation. The traditional 

narrator who tells a story about recognisable characters is 

replaced by a more fluid and impersonal narrative that 

moves between different mental worlds.

1 Concentrate on the way the character is described here. Is Mrs Dalloway described physically or does the 
passage mainly describe her impressions and feelings?

2 Do her thoughts follow a logical pattern or are they freely associated?

A FRESH AND CALM MORNING 

From Mrs Dalloway (1940),  

by Virginia Woolf

At the beginning of the novel the main character, Clarissa 

Dalloway, goes out to buy flowers for the party she’s hosting 

that evening.

Mrs Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself.

For Lucy had her work cut out for her. 1 The doors 

would be taken off  their hinges; 2 Rumpelmayer’s men 

were coming. And then, thought Clarissa Dalloway, 

what a morning – fresh as if  issued to children on a 

beach.

What a lark! 3

What a plunge! 4

For so it had always seemed to her, when, with a little 

squeak of  the hinges, which she could hear now, she 

had burst open the French windows and plunged at 

Bourton 5 into the open air. How fresh, how calm, 

stiller than this of  course, the air was in the early 

morning; like the flap of  a wave; the kiss of  a wave; 

chill and sharp and yet (for a girl of  eighteen as she 

then was) solemn, feeling as she did, standing there at 

the open window, that something awful was about to 

happen; looking at the flowers, at the trees with the 

smoke winding off  them and the rooks 6 rising, falling; 

standing and looking until Peter Walsh 7 said, ‘Musing 8 

among the vegetables?’ – was that it? – ‘I prefer men 

to cauliflowers’ – was that it? He must have said it at 

breakfast one morning when she had gone out on to 

the terrace – Peter Walsh. 

He would be back from India one of  these days, June 

or July, she forgot which, for his letters were awfully 

dull; it was his sayings one remembered; his eyes, his 

pocket-knife, his smile, his grumpiness 9 and, when 

millions of  things had utterly vanished – how strange 

it was! – a few sayings like this about cabbages.

1  had... for her: already had much work to do.

2  hinges: a hinge is a jointed device on which a door or a gate swings.

3  lark: a bit of fun.

4  plunge: the act of jumping or diving.

5  Bourton: the country house where Clarissa spent much

 of her youth.

6  rooks: crows.

7  Peter Walsh: Clarissa’s friend who was once in love with her.

8  Musing: thinking something over, contemplating.

9  grumpiness: bad temper.
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HOW TO CONSTRUCT A CHARACTER

Now that you have learnt about some different 
characters, try to construct a character you like.
•  First of all, it’s easier if you base your character on 

a real person you know but remember that he/she 
shouldn’t be identifiable as a real person. Invent a 
suitable name that may convey something about 
the character.

•  Try to combine elements of physical description 
with psychological features. A good idea is to start 
by making a list of physical features:

He/she is…/ has… (e.g. height, hair, eyes, build, etc.). 
•  Then make a list of character traits (habits, likes 

and dislikes, eccentricities, emotional type, etc.). 

He/ she likes to…/ He/ she doesn’t like to.../ He/ she 
hates…/ He/ she loves…
•  Then, try to write a description of your character. 

To give it a more narrative quality use the past 
tense.

When he/ she was a child…/ At the age of… 
happened….

•  To build your character think about what traits you 
want to emphasise. 

3 Describe the character you have chosen, 

including distinguishing features, personality 

and two or three episodes in his/her life.

CREATIVE COMPETENCES

THE DESERT LANDSCAPE 

From The Sheltering Sky (1949),  

by Paul Bowles 

After the death of her husband, Kit starts a long journey across 

the desert with a group of Bedouins. She feels lost but at the 

same time she discovers a completely new reality.

She lay quietly, her feet drawn up 1 under her. The 

sand was soft, but its coldness penetrated her 

garments. 2 When she felt she could no longer bear 3 

to go on shivering, 4 she crawled out from under her 

protecting tree and set to striding back and forth 5 in 

front of  it in the hope of  warming herself. The air was 

dead; not a breath stirred, 6 and the cold grew by the 

minute. She began to walk farther afield, 7 munching 8 

bread as she went. Each time she returned to the 

tamarisk tree she was tempted to slide back under its 

branches and sleep. However, by the time the first light 

of  dawn appeared, she was wide awake and warm.

The desert landscape is always at its best in the 

half-light of  dawn or dusk. The sense of  distance 

lacks; 9 a ridge 10 nearby can be a far-off  mountain 

range, each small detail can take on the importance of  
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4. THE SETTING

By setting we mean the place or places and time periods in 

which a novel is set and the narrative takes place. A setting 

can give us social, emotional, psychological, historical, 

even mythological information. Characters may belong to 

a place in the way in which the place reflects their 

character or temperament. In a novel, different types of 

places can communicate or even embody different 

atmospheres; danger, tranquillity, unease, sadness, 

freedom, entrapment. Moreover, a character’s impressions 

of the place he or she happens to be in can tell us a lot 

about his or her personality or emotional state, while the 

historical period in which the novel is set may give us 

implicit information about social conditions, the 

characters’ world view, etc.

1  drawn up: tucked.

2  garments: clothes.

3  bear: tolerate.

4  shivering: trembling from the cold.

5  striding back and forth: walking up and down in a deliberate way.

6  not a breath stirred: nothing moved.

7  afield: away.

8  munching: eating.

9  lacks: is absent.

10  ridge: raised piece of land; (here) a fold in the desert.
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a major variant on the countryside’s repetitious theme. 

The coming of  day promises a change; it is only when 

the day has fully arrived that the watcher suspects it is 

the same day returned once again – the same day he 

has been living for a long time, over and over, still 

blindingly bright and untarnished 11 by time. Kit 

breathed deeply, looked around at the soft line of  the 

little dunes, 12 at the vast pure light rising up from 

behind the hammada’s 13 mineral rim, 14 at the forest 

of  palms behind her still immersed in night, and knew 

that it was not the same day. Even when it grew 

entirely light, even when the huge sun shot up, and the 

sand, trees and sky gradually resumed their familiar 

daytime aspect, she had no doubts whatever about its 

being a new and wholly separate day.

11  untarnished: untouched.

12  dunes: hills of sand.

13  hammada: thermal spring.

14  rim: edge.
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1 What kind of atmosphere is conveyed by the description of the setting in the first paragraph? Choose from 
among the following. More than one answer is possible. Underline all the words in the text which help to 
convey this atmosphere. 
 
 

2 Look at how the author describes the difference between night and day in the desert. Fill in the following table 
with evidence from the text.

    Night                                                                                                  Day

Temperature  

Atmosphere  

Kit’s reaction  

3 The character feels disoriented in the magic of the ‘half-light’. Just like the desert, she has lost a clear idea of 
space and time. How is this conveyed through the setting? Write what the narrator says about its effect on:

Space .............................................................................................................................................................................................

Time ..............................................................................................................................................................................................

HOW TO DESCRIBE A SETTING

• First of all, give some information about the name 
of the place and where it is. You may want to start 
by saying:

A place that left a particularly strong impression on 
my mind is... .
It is a village/ town/ city/ beach/ church/ castle in...
or I remember one time I found myself in a.../ came 
across a... .
• At this stage try to write a description of the 

place. Think about its shape, dominant colours, 
prominent features and also about how it 

looked when you were there (effect of weather 
conditions, etc.). Try to use adjectives which can 
refer both to the place and your own mood. For 
example:

As I approached the village the houses seemed to 
regard me disapprovingly. The sky was dark 
overhead… 

4 Choose a place where you have been that gave 

you particularly strong feelings. Prepare a short 

presentation to describe the place in detail.

CREATIVE COMPETENCES

a  Magical 

b  Desolate 

c  Cold 

d  Noisy 

e  Silent 

f  Mysterious 

g  Reassuring 

h  Menacing
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