General information on: Prose fiction

Stories and novels may be told in a number of different ways, depending on the point the author intends to make, the meaning he wants to convey, the characters he wants to reveal. For one thing, what distinguishes fic​tion from real-life experience is that the former has been consciously structured by the mind of the author, whereas the latter tends to be errat​ic and amorphous.

In any case we depend on a narrator as a mediator between the fictional world and our perception of it, if only through the selection of details that focuses our observation and influences our judgement. Thus the same events may be seen and narrated from different angles or points of view. If the point of view is that of the omniscient author, any kind of informa​tion can be included in the narration, since his knowledge of the events, characters, their most intimate thoughts and motives is unlimited (omniscient author, third-person unlimited point of view). The author may limit his point of view by presenting everything through the eyes or mind of one of his characters, which means that we as readers are allowed to see only what this particular character experiences, hears, thinks, and feels (single-character point of view). Single-character point of view is third-person narration, i. e. an anonymous narrator paraphrases what goes on in the consciousness of the character. If the anonymous narrator successively slips into the minds of different characters we may speak of multiple-character point of view. If, however, he stays outside the minds of all his characters and limits his role to that of an eyewitness, reporting only what he himself can observe, we speak of an author-observer point of view.

The author may also make his main character narrate his own story in the first person (first-person protagonist point of view) or allow any other character involved in the story to narrate what he observes (first-person observer, first-person limited point of view).

At any rate, it should b e borne in mind that author and narrator need not be identical, that they may even be two entirely different persons with sharply divergent views. Moreover, it should be noted that a particular point of view is not necessarily always used consistently.

The narrator may arrange his material as he thinks fit. Thus, instead of narrating the events in chronological order, he may start his narration at any given moment in the time sequence of events and present them in any order that he chooses, using flashbacks and anticipation to break up chronology. If he chooses chronological order, he will begin by explain​ing the initial situation (exposition), from which subsequent events will develop with rising tension towards a climax or point of culmination. Then the tension will decrease until the denouement of the story is reached. If he begins his narration near or at the culmination of events, tension is produced by the question of how that particular situation came about. Thus the focus of the narration may be shifted from the sequence of the outer events (plot), to the interaction of characters and their motives.

Of equal importance to the time structure of narrative is its space struc​ture or setting, i.e. its arrangement, its descriptive details, and its signifi​cant relation to the plot and the characters. The setting can hardly ever b e regarded as a mere pictorial filler. On the contrary, it must be considered as functional in so far as it provides environmental conditions that exert their influence and may even become active forces, changing the action and affecting the fate of the characters. Moreover, the setting may have symbolic value, thus serving as a reinforcement of the theme or idea of the narrative. If it is remote in place or in time, there may be certain details permitting the reader to recognize correspondences and parallels be​tween the situation presented and his own.

