2.. Terminology of Literary Genres: Epic, Poetry, Theatre, Prose,
Novel, Narrative, Short Story, Fables

Lecture Introduction: The Architecture of Storytelling

When we read a book, watch a play, or listen to a poem, we are not just
consuming words; we are engaging with specific frameworks that humans
have used for millennia to make sense of the world and share their
experiences. These frameworks are what we call literary genres.
Understanding these terms is not just about memorizing definitions; it is
about recognizing the specific tools writers use to shape our emotions,
challenge our perspectives, and document the human condition. By the end
of this session, you will have a clear, structured map of the literary landscape,
allowing you to read, analyze, and appreciate texts with a much deeper
critical eye.

Terminology of Literary Genres: A Lecture Guide

1. Epic

An epic 1s a lengthy, revered narrative poem, typically detailing
extraordinary feats and adventures of characters from a distant past. The
word derives from the ancient Greek term epikos, which means a poetic
story. In literature, epics represent one of the oldest forms of storytelling,
predating the invention of writing. They were originally oral traditions
passed down by bards and storytellers to preserve the history, culture, and
mythology of a people.

Epics are written in an elevated, formal, and majestic style. They often
employ specific literary devices such as "epic similes" (extended
comparisons) and epithets (descriptive phrases attached to character names).
2. Poetry

Poetry is a vast and expressive literary genre that uses aesthetic and rhythmic
qualities of language—such as phonaesthetics, sound symbolism, and



meter—to evoke meanings in addition to, or in place of, the prosaic
ostensible meaning. It is the art of expressing complex emotions, profound
ideas, and vivid imagery through condensed and highly structured language.

Poetry relies heavily on figurative language. Metaphors, similes,
personification, and hyperbole are the poet's primary tools to paint pictures
in the reader's mind. A single word in a poem carries immense weight,
carefully chosen for its denotation (literal meaning) and connotation
(emotional association).

There are three major categories of poetry: Narrative poetry (which tells a
story, like epics or ballads), Dramatic poetry (which involves the dramatic
monologue or dialogue, often found in classical plays), and Lyric poetry
(which expresses personal emotions or feelings, typically spoken in the first
person).

3. Theatre (Drama)

Theatre, or drama, is a collaborative form of performing art that uses live
performers—usually actors—to present the experience of a real or imagined
event before a live audience. As a literary genre, drama refers to the written
script or text (the play) intended for theatrical performance.

Classically, theatre 1s divided into two primary masks: Tragedy and Comedy.
Tragedy deals with somber themes, human suffering, and the inevitable
downfall of a tragic hero due to a fatal flaw (hamartia). Comedy, conversely,
aims to amuse, often concluding with a happy ending, a marriage, or a
resolution of chaotic misunderstandings.

4. Prose

Prose i1s the most common form of written language. It is defined as ordinary
language that follows regular grammatical conventions and natural speech
patterns, lacking the formal metrical structure, rhythmic constraints, or
rhyming schemes associated with poetry. The word originates from the Latin
prosa, meaning "straightforward."



In literature, prose is broadly categorized into two main divisions: Fiction
and Non-fiction. Prose fiction includes imaginative storytelling, ranging
from flash fiction to sweeping epic novels. Prose non-fiction deals with
factual accounts, real people, and actual events, encompassing biographies,
memoirs, textbooks, and academic essays.

While prose lacks the explicit musicality of poetry, exceptional prose
possesses its own inherent rhythm and beauty. Writers like Virginia Woolf,
James Joyce, and Gabriel Garcia Marquez demonstrate how prose can be
highly lyrical, utilizing sophisticated vocabulary and rich imagery to create
deeply immersive literary experiences.

S. Novel

The novel is a long, fictional narrative written in prose. It is arguably the
dominant literary form of the modern era. While shorter forms of storytelling
have existed for millennia, the novel as we recognize it today began to
emerge in the 17th and 18th centuries with works like Miguel de Cervantes’
Novels explore a vast array of themes and subjects, reflecting the
complexities of human society. They can be psychological studies, social
critiques, philosophical explorations, or historical reconstructions. Genres
within the novel form are endless, including romance, science fiction,
mystery, thriller, and magical realism.

Through the novel, the reader is granted intimate access to the internal lives
of others. The extended engagement required to read a novel fosters a deep
sense of empathy, allowing the reader to inhabit different perspectives and
live alternate lives over the course of the book.

6. Narrative

Narrative 1s the broader overarching concept of storytelling. It is an account
of connected events, real or imagined, presented in a sequence of written or
spoken words, or through still or moving images. In simpler terms, a
narrative is a story, and the methods used to construct and communicate that

story.



The core of any narrative is the causal relationship between events. A
narrative is not merely a list of isolated incidents; it implies that one event
leads to another. E.M. Forster famously illustrated this distinction: "The king
died and then the queen died" is a story (a timeline of events). "The king
died, and then the queen died of grief" is a narrative (it introduces causality
and connection).

Every narrative requires a narrator—the voice or perspective through which
the story is filtered. This perspective (point of view) fundamentally shapes
how the audience receives the information.

7. Short Story

A short story 1s a brief work of prose fiction. While there is no definitive
word count that separates a short story from a novella or a novel, it is
generally understood as a narrative that can be read in a single sitting,
typically ranging from 1,000 to 7,500 words.

Because of its brevity, the short story is characterized by its intense focus.
American writer Edgar Allan Poe, a pioneer of the form, argued that a
successful short story must achieve a "single effect." Every word, every
character, and every scene must consciously contribute to this one
overarching emotional or thematic impact.

8. Fables

A fable 1s a concise and brief fictional story, in prose or verse, that features
animals, legendary creatures, plants, inanimate objects, or forces of nature
that are anthropomorphized (given human qualities, such as the ability to
speak and reason). The defining purpose of a fable is to illustrate or teach a
specific moral lesson.

The structure of a fable is highly formulaic and straightforward. The
characters are usually simple archetypes rather than complex individuals.
For example, the fox represents cunning, the lion represents power, the owl
represents wisdom, and the ant represents industriousness. This simplicity



ensures the focus remains entirely on the lesson rather than character
psychology.

As we step back from these distinct categories, it becomes clear that
the boundaries between genres are not rigid walls, but rather fluid spectrums
that writers continually cross and redefine. From the vast, mythic landscapes
of the epic to the sharp, singular focus of the short story, each form offers a
unique lens through which to view the human experience. Poetry distills our
deepest emotions into rhythm and metaphor, while prose provides the
versatile foundation for the novel's complex world-building and the
narrative's forward momentum. Theatre brings these words to life in a shared
physical space, and fables strip away the complexities of human psychology
to reveal fundamental moral truths.



