
This is excerp t ed from What  t o  Say Abou t  Fiction 
Rober t  W. Lewis, Jr. 
 
This ou tline is merely a t ool of analysis and being pu t  in the form of 
ques tions,  it  should cons t an tly remind its  user tha t  only he / she can 
provide answers.   Hopefully, we can t alk t o one ano ther abou t  litera ture, 
and exchange informed and reasoned opinions abou t  i t,  bu t  if a given 
work of fic tion is t o mean any thing to us,  if we are t o  feel and know it 
comple t ely, we mus t  a t  one s t age wres tle  wi th the work bare-handed, 
withou t  o thers a s guides or informan t s.   If one were t o  answer in de t ail 
each of the following ques tions, she / h e would mos t  cer t ainly unders t and 
and, hopefully, feel the work thoroughly.  Not  every ques tion is relevan t  
t o  every work; and in many cases comple t e answers will overlap with 
o ther ones.   Also the good reader may well devise new ques tions t o  help 
her /him examine special kinds of fiction such as science fiction or black 
humor. 
 
These ques tions should help one to  answer the larger and older ques tions 
t ha t,  for all their commonplaceness,  are s till fundamen tal:  What  is the 
au thor trying to  do?  How has he / she done i t?   And was i t  wor th doing?  
Ultima tely we should no t  shun judgmen t  o f the s tory, bu t  we should be 
cer t ain through our analytical bu t  sympa t he tic inquiry tha t  we have 
opened our minds t o a unique crea tion and t ried t o  unders t and it. 
 
ANALYZING FICTION 
 
I. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
 
A.  When was the work writ t en?  What  rela tion or significance does this 
da t e have to  preceding, con temporary, and succeeding even t s -- 
biographical even t s,  literary publica tions,  and impor tan t  political, 
economic, or social occurrences?  Is the au thor qualified t o trea t  the 
subjec t ?  Is she / h e biased or inaccura t e?  
B.  Does the s tory significan tly rela t e  t o  t he work of o ther writers or t o 
source ma t erials? 
C.  What  place does t he s tory hold in the au thor ' s  t o t al work? 
D.  Are any circums tances of special int eres t  a ssocia t ed with the 
composi tion of the work?  Do these circums tances in any way aid in the 
be t t er unders t anding of the s tory itself? 



E.  Does the au thor make any useful comment s concerning this s t ory or 
his /h er work in general in her /his le t t ers,  e ssays,  journals, au tobiography? 
 
II. PLOT 
 
A.  Can you give a brief synopsis of the s t ory? 
B.  Does the plo t  grow ou t  of the charac t ers or ou t  of chance or 
coincidence?  Is it  logical and believable? 
C.  Is there a well unified beginning, middle,  and end?  At  the beginning do 
we learn wha t  happened, t o whom i t happen, when did it  happen, where 
did it  happen? 
D.  Is there a s t rong cen ter of int eres t  and how is it  de t ermined -- by the 
au thor ' s  s t a t emen t s (bu t  beware the int en tional fallacy") or by space,  
emphasis, and recurrence?  Is there a central crucial episode or is the plo t  
more episodic with no one ou t s t anding even t? 
E.  If there is more t han one ac tion in the s tory,  which is the main and 
which the subordina t e plo t s ( sub-plo t s) ? 
F.  Is any thing seemingly irrelevan t  t o  t he main plo t ?  If so, does i t  serve 
any purpose? 
G.  What  is the na ture of the conflict (or conflict s) ?  Are there 
complica tions t o  the main problem?  Iden t ify the pro t agonis t  and the 
an t agonis t.   Where is the climax or turning point ? 
H.  Is our curiosi ty aroused?  How? 
I.  What  of dilemmas, irony, foreshadowing, flashbacks? 
J.  Is the conclusion sa tisfac tory?  Does t he s tory end with a bang or a 
whimper? 
K.  Is the ti tle a good one?  Is it  helpful in any way? 
 
 
III. CHARACTER 
 
A.  Can you sum up the appearance and impor t an t  charac t eris tics of each 
major charac t er ? 
B.  Are there any marked similarities or con tras t s among the charac t ers?   
C.  Are they "mas t er s of their fa t e" or "vic tims of circums tance"? 
D.  Which charac t er s change as the s tory proceeds?  Do they change for 
t he be t t er or the worse?  
E.  Which charac t ers are dis tinc t  individuals (round) and wha t  are types 
(flat ) ? 



F.  Does every charac t er have a func tion in the s tory?  Wha t  are the 
func tions of the minor charac t ers?  Are these minor charac t ers 
interes ting in themselves? 
G. How are t he principal charac t ers presen t e d?  By the au thor ' s 
descrip tion and comment ?  By represen ta tion of the though t s and ac tions 
of the charac t ers themselves?  By observa tions and commen t s of the 
o ther charac t er s? 
H. Are the charac t ers realistically consis t e n t  and sufficien tly mo tiva t ed for 
wha tever change occurs in them? 
I.  Toward which charac t ers does the au thor show sympa thy?  Toward 
which an tipa thy? 
J.  Are the charac t ers '  names sui table or in any way significan t ?   
 
 
 
 
IV. SETTING 
 
A.  What  is the his toric time, place, and social background of the s tory? 
B.  Has the se t ting any influence on plo t  or charac t er s? 
C.  Are any scenes especially appropria t e  for the ac tion tha t  t akes place 
t her e? 
D.  Is there any use of symbolism in the se t ting?   
E.  How much time does the ac tion cover?  How does the au thor tr ea t  
time gaps? 
F.  Which are the mos t  int eres ting, s triking, or impor tan t  scenes?  How 
does the au thor handle them? 
G.  How is the se t ting presen t ed?  With pho tographic de t ail?  
Impressionis tically through a few sugges tive de t ails?  Indirec tly through 
though t s and ac tions? 
H.  Is the se t ting de t ailed or generalized?  Realis tic or s tylized?  Is it  
t hema tically func tional or casual, arbi trary, or a tmospheric?  (Would it  
make any difference if the s tory were se t  someplace else?)  Is the se t ting 
allegorical or symbolical or merely literal? 
 
V. STYLE 
 
A.  What  are t he ou t s t anding qualities or fea tures of the s tyle? 
B.  How would you describe the au thor ' s  s t yle?  Simple and clear-cu t,  
complex and involved?  Smoo th and grace ful, abrup t  and harsh?  Richly 



sugges tive and implying much, lean and direc t ?  Poe tic, sen timen tal, 
res t rained?  Literal or figura tive?  Concre t e or abs t rac t ?  Specific or 
general?  Formal or informal or colloquial?  Consis t en t  or variable? 
C.  Does the au thor ' s  s tyle have individuality?  Could ano ther s tory be 
recognized by the s tyle alone? 
D.  Is there any humor in the s tory?  Is it  quie t  or broad? 
E.  Is the dialog appropriat e  t o  the speakers? 
F.  How frequen t  are the drama tic si tua tions?  How are they reached, by 
an ticipa tion or surprise?  How trea t ed,  by sugges tion or in de t ail?  How 
rendered by dialog or by descrip tion? 
G.  Are there any differen t  ra t es of movemen t  in the s tory?  Where and 
why? 
H.  Do you no te abuse of digression? 
I.  From wha t  point  of view is the s tory writ t en?  Is the point  of view 
consis t en t ?  Could i t  have been changed for the be t t er? 
1 .    Omniscien t 
a.   Editorial omniscien t:  au thor presen t  a s  narra tor and commenta tor, 
who 
summarizes, analyzes,  int erpre t s. 
b.  Neu tral omniscien t:  au thor narra t es bu t  does no t  commen t  direc tly; 
bu t  he / she may 
use a spokesman charac t er. 
2 .   Limit ed 
a.  Third person narra tion, bu t  point  of view of a single charac t er; roving 
narra tor. 
b.  Firs t-person narra tor is the pro t agonis t.  
c. Firs t-person narra tor is a minor charac t er or merely an onlooker; a 
"cen tral int elligence." 
3 .   Wholly drama tic narra tion (effaced narra tor--ex tremely rare). 
4 .   What  are t he discernible reasons for the choice of the par ticular poin t 
of view?  The effec t s of the choice? 
J.  Are any of the sen t ences or paragraphs par ticularly s triking, 
meaningful or remarkable for their freshness? 
K. What  ma t erials has the au thor selec t ed , and wha t  does her /his 
selec tivity indica t e? 
L. What  kind of ac tion or scene does the au thor choose t o  expand?  Wha t  
kind to  drama tize and wha t  kind to narra t e?  Significance of his /her 
selec tion? 



M. What  effec t s does her /his s tyle produce:  a tmosphere or mood (effec t  
on reader) t one (au thor ' s a t ti tude t oward his /her ma terial); irony; 
unders t a t emen t; hyperbole; sen timen tality. 
 
VI. THEME 
 
A.  On wha t  levels can the s tory profi tably be read?  (Plot,  charac t er,  
emo tional effec t,  theme.)  Is this a s tory of charac t er with the primary 
interes t  being in personalities?  Of ac tion, primary int eres t  in even t s?  Of 
se t ting, primary int eres t  in environmen t?  Of idea,  primary int er es t  in 
t hesis or e thical significance? 
B.  What  is the theme or to t al meaning of t he s tory?  Do all the elemen t s 
suppor t  tha t  meaning?  Are ther e o ther comment s of significance -- i.e., 
minor themes?  Does the au thor raise ques tions or try t o solve them?  Is 
wha t  she / h e says wor th saying?  (Beware , however, of reduc tion, 
dis tor tion, or infla tion of the s tory by a specific s t a t emen t  of theme.) 
C.  What  is the ideological clima te of the s tory?  What  ideas seem to be 
unconscious assump tions of the au thor and thus opera t e t aci tly?  What  
ideas become subjec t  ma t t er by being themes?  And how are they 
presen t ed, discursively or drama tically? 
D.  In wha t  general literary tradi tion was t he s tory writ t en?  Realistic -- 
a t t e mp ting to  see life a s i t  is with emphas is on the difficulties,  
absurdi ties, abnormalities,  and ironies?  Roman tic -- a t t e mp ting to  see 
larger tru ths beyond the literal and fac tua l with emphasis on the 
imagina tion and sen timen t?  Na turalistic, fan t as tic, symbolistic, allegorical, 
pic turesque, e t c. 
E.  Does the au thor make any use of allegory, parable, symbolism, or 
myth? 
F.  Can you now make a judgmen t  of the s tory? 
 


