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Glossary: Talking and Writing about Novels


This glossary is divided into three separate sections so that you can quickly find the vocabulary you need. You can use the glossary to complete your own vocabulary networks, to start collecting collocations, or to help you when you are talking and writing about novels. 

DESCRIBING A BOOK AS A THREE-DIMENSIONAL OBJECT 

(book) cover the outer part of a book, on which the author’s name, the title, etc. are printed 

blurb a text about the novel, usually printed on the back cover of the book 

chapter the outwardly visible subdivision of a book or novel 

copy a single book 

cover design the arrangement of words and illustrations on the cover of a book 

dialogue (passage) a passage made up of several lines showing direct speech, usually marked by quotation marks and by indented first lines (i.e. lines that begin further to the right from the margin than the rest of the speech) 

edition the form in which a book is published (e.g. a cheap edition, a paperback edition, a rare edition, a first edition) 

excerpt/extract from a novel a passage (taken) from a novel for separate study or as an example 

foreword a usually short text printed before the beginning of the actual novel to explain something about the novel, written either by the author or by the editor (in the case of a reprint of an older novel) 

heading (of a chapter) the title (Note: a headline is the eye-catching title line of a newspaper article.) 

illustration(s) the picture(s) added on the cover and/or inside the book to illustrate certain aspects of the novel/story 

paragraph a distinct section of a text on a page marked by an indented first line 

page one side of the paper a text is printed on 

part a usually numbered subdivision of a novel, often containing several chapters
passage a short text from a novel, usually quoted either for detailed study or to provide evidence of sth. 

publishing data the place, year and publishing company of a book, usually printed on the page behind the title page 
table of contents the list of chapter headings, or chapter numbers, and the pages the chapters begin on 

title page the first page in the book, giving the full title of the novel and the author’s name, and sometimes including the name of the publishing company 

DESCRIBING A NOVEL 

action what happens in a novel

allusion to sth. (verb: allude to sth.) an indirect reference to sth. that was mentioned earlier, or that is supposed to be generally known 

atmosphere the mood created, for example, by the description of the setting, or the choice of words in the telling of a story 

character a person involved in the action or p1ot of a novel; the protagonist is often called the main character; the other characters are called minor characters 

character development the changes a character goes through in the course of a novel, usually because he or she is influenced by the events told about in the novel

chronological order the arrangement of events in a story according to the regular passing of time 

climax the point in a story at which the tension is at its highest 

coherence (adj: coherent) the way different elements of a narrative (story) are shown to belong together 

conflict the problem that the characters in a novel have to solve; it can be something inside themselves, or something to do with their relationships to other characters. content the sum of events, experiences, etc. told about in a novel 

ending the final part of a novel or story, in which the conflict is either resolved (sometimes in a so-called happy ending) or left open to speculation (as in an open-ended story) 

flashback an experience or event that happened before the events that are being narrated, but which is described in some detail at this time 

foreshadowing the (often indirect) mentioning of events that point to something that will happen later on in the novel, which sometimes makes the reader speculate on or even expect certain later developments 

imagery (an image) pictures created in the reader’s mind by word combinations in the novel; images are usually meant to show deeper dimensions of an experience or a character’s feelings, etc. 

narration the telling of a story 

narrative the story 

narrator the teller of a story (not identical with the author) (cf. point of view) 

plot the plan or pattern of events in a novel seen as a whole – as opposed to the action, which only means the telling of what happens at any given time 

point of view (or viewpoint) the position of the narrator in relation to the story. This can be omniscient, meaning that the narrator moves freely from place to place, and from character to character, knowing the thoughts and feelings of all the characters; or it can be a limited third- person point of view, meaning that the narrator chooses one character and tells the whole story from this character’s viewpoint; it can also be a first-person point of view, meaning that the narrator is one of the characters. In some novels, the point of view shifts within the story, i.e. some events are told by different characters in the novel, or from changing third-person points of view

protagonist the main character in a novel 

setting (verb: be set in) the place and time in which a story is set; a novel can have several settings

story-line the basic structure of the plot structure the way an author puts the different parts of the novel together to make the whole, i.e. whether there are chapters with meaningful headings or just numbers, whether the chapters are grouped together into larger parts, whether there is a development towards a climax and a turning point, whether the story is open-ended or if there is a clear solution of the protagonist’s problems at the end

stylistic devices the different ways of using language for certain effects that a writer employs in a novel, e.g. images, allusions, ironic (or other) comments, colloquial speech, slang, etc. 

suspense a feeling created in the reader that makes him or her want to know badly how the characters will succeed in a given conflict, or how the story will end 

tension the feeling created by a conflict that is not yet resolved; novels usually shift between passages of tension and calmer passages in which the tension is relieved so that a reader can concentrate on different aspects at different times of the reading process

turning point the point in a novel at which a development has reached its climax and the end of the story is ’in sight’ 

DESCRIBING THE NOVEL AS A PRODUCT 

author the real person who has written the novel (not to be confused with the narrator)

bestseller a novel that has been sold in book-form particularly often 

bookseller a person who makes money by selling the book to the (reading) public

bookshop (AE: bookstore) a place where the selling and buying of books takes place

critic a person who writes critically about a novel in a newspaper, or speaks about it in the electronic media (cf. reviewer) 

library a place where books can be borrowed for a time 

novelist a writer of novels 

publisher a person (usually: company) that buys the novel from the author and makes it into a book so that it can be sold to the reading public in bookshops 

reader a person who reads a novel reading the process of dealing with a novel; reading can be done for detail, for gist (i.e. just to understand the main development of the action), for pleasure, for study; reading experiences can be shared (cf. reviews), recorded in reading logs, etc. 

research (verb: do research on sth.) material that a writer has to find out about in order to make the novel seem ’true’, e.g. the historical and/or cultural background of the novel, different people’s experiences (including his or her own) concerning the subject matter of the novel, etc. 

reviewer (verb: review a novel, write a review) a person who writes or talks about a novel in a critical way in order to recommend it or condemn it (cf. critic); the product is called a review. writer cf. author, novelist
