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For those who have a story to tell.

Or thousands. 

The narrative genre stands out in literature as one of the most prolific due to its unique characteristics. A narrative text resembles a woven fabric, interlaced with multiple threads that give it shape, representing elements like theme, action, plot, point of view, characters, time, space, scene, conflict, emotion, dialogue, and description. These elements are enriched by the author’s personal style, which adds a special, original, and distinctive touch to their work. Writers of narrative must be aware of the various components that make up this type of text and possess the skill to weave them together effectively to ensure the story’s success and its impact on readers.

The purpose of this book is to explore the elements that form a story and highlight the most significant aspects of each, as well as their interplay in creating a work of fiction. Each chapter focuses on a specific component, presenting its fundamental concepts, characteristics, parts or types, and strategies for working with them, from planning to drafting the text.

This book is intended for those who wish to understand or delve deeper into the essential elements of the narrative genre and how they come together to build fictional stories that captivate readers. It is not a manual offering step-by-step instructions for writing a story, but rather a resource that covers the foundational concepts to provide greater clarity for the reader-writer and enable them to adopt effective practices for creating and refining their narrative texts.
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Human life is filled with stories. Since ancient times, people have shared narratives, some drawn from their own experiences, others inspired by the world around them, and many crafted from imagined realms, as seen in literary narrative. The act of storytelling is a fundamental part of human nature.

In early civilizations, it was common for groups to gather and share stories orally. These tales were passed down through generations, evolving into myths and legends that played a vital role in shaping cultures. Over time, oral transmission proved insufficient, and the advent of writing allowed stories to be recorded, preserving them for years, even centuries, after their creation.

However, when oral storytelling transitions to written text, the act of narration becomes more complex. This is because it requires not only imagination to create and tell a story but also mastery of various techniques and tools to express it effectively (Kohan, 1998; Martín Vivaldi, 2002c; Pozuelo Yvancos, 2017). The work of an author who expresses themselves through writing goes beyond simply sharing a story; it involves constructing a compelling and coherent universe that offers readers what they seek, entertainment, enjoyment, or a meaningful experience. Thus, written narrative demands different conditions than oral discourse. It is not enough to have a good story; writers must also possess a range of skills, resources, techniques, and strategies to structure the text and achieve the desired impact.

Some theorists argue that the ability to craft fiction is partly innate and partly learned (Martín Vivaldi, 2002c). While some individuals may have a natural gift for imagining worlds and characters, understanding the components that make up a narrative is equally relevant. This involves mastering resources and techniques that facilitate the creation of an engaging and enjoyable story for the reader. The purpose of this book is to present the various elements that form a literary narrative and provide practical tools for addressing them effectively.

Before delving into the realm of narrative, it is essential to explore the framework that underpins it: literature. By understanding the fundamental aspects of literature and the literary work, we can gain a clearer perspective on narrative and its place within the broader literary landscape.

Literature

The term literature has encompassed various definitions depending on the contexts in which it has been conceptualized and the diverse perspectives adopted by scholars. De Aguiar e Silva (1999) offers a definition that considers different approaches, rooted in the historical evolution of the concept. The word derives from the Latin literatura, which referred to instruction or knowledge related to the art of writing, reading, and everything associated with letters.

This meaning remained dominant and was used until the eighteenth century to describe all aspects of the craft of writing. By the late eighteenth century, with the rise of cultural and artistic life, the term literature began to refer to written works published as products of authors’ creative endeavors. It also became associated with aesthetic creation as a form of knowledge, coinciding with the proliferation of literary works across various genres.

Over the following two centuries, the term literature acquired multiple meanings that persist today. De Aguiar e Silva (1999) outlines several definitions:

	The body of literary production from a specific era (e.g., contemporary literature).

	A collection of works defined by their origin, theme, or purpose (e.g., suspense literature, young adult literature).

	A set of texts addressing a particular theme (e.g., Baroque literature).

	The art of rhetoric, particularly in relation to poetry.

	The history of literature.

	A manual of literary history.

	The systematic study of the literary phenomenon.


Literature is, above all, an art form that uses words as its primary tool. Language is employed in a distinctive way to convey an aesthetic message to readers for the purpose of enjoyment. The author’s emotions and thoughts in literary creation are elevated through the expressive use of words, which enhance the text’s beauty (Amorós, 1979; Eagleton, 1998; Wellek & Warren, 1985).

A significant aspect of literature, understood as the art of aesthetic creation through language, is its ability to construct a unique reality that generates a fictional universe born from the imagination, without necessarily reflecting the real world. Literature can shape worlds that exist solely in the minds of writers and do not directly mirror everyday life. However, this invention does not imply a complete disconnection from reality, as the possible worlds literature creates are grounded in reality, even if they do not replicate it exactly. In other words, literature constructs its own reality (Amorós, 1979; De Aguiar e Silva, 1999; Todorov, 1981; Wellek & Warren, 1985).

De Aguiar e Silva states that “literary works are those in which the message imaginatively creates its own reality, where words give life to a fictional universe” (1999, p. 33). Similarly, Eagleton (1998) argues that while literature does not strictly adhere to facts, some works may incorporate elements of real life or everyday experiences, such as events or characters that are not entirely fictional. However, it is important to recognize that a literary work presents the author’s interpretation of those events, making it impossible for even a work based on real events to be entirely objective, as it always reflects the author’s unique perspective.

In summary, this text views literature as the art of constructing believable imaginary worlds that may incorporate elements of reality and are characterized by their aesthetic essence, both in the form of language and the content of the work. A notable example of this literary capacity is Adolfo Bioy Casares’ The Invention of Morel, where a fictional universe emerges with its own internal logic and aesthetic, while also raising profound human reflections on reality, love, and perception.

The Purpose of Literature

From the earliest literary works through the eighteenth century, literature was attributed a hedonistic, pedagogical, and moralizing mission (De Aguiar e Silva, 1999; M. Á. Garrido, 2004; Wellek &

Warren, 1985). Tales, fables, and epic narratives sought to convey human virtues such as happiness, love, and well-being, with the aim of instructing readers and encouraging reflection on their own lives and conduct. Centuries later, the aesthetic purpose of literary creation gained recognition, not necessarily tied to a practical aim, but focused on exalting literary language itself and its capacity to construct imaginary realities. Thus, a work need not have a didactic, moralizing, or otherwise utilitarian purpose; literature, like other arts, is conceived as a form of contemplation and enjoyment for its audience.

Nevertheless, one should not interpret the functional nature of literature and its aesthetic essence as contradictory or mutually exclusive; rather, they complement each other. Beauty elevates human virtues to a level beyond reality through artistic creation. In other words, the beauty inherent in literary texts invites the elevation of the human spirit, making aesthetics a pathway to fostering reflection and moral development in individuals (De Aguiar e Silva, 1999).

Additionally, some scholars argue that literature serves the purpose of escapism, understood as the human ability to temporarily step away from reality and the circumstances of one’s life and world, immersing oneself in imaginary universes where aesthetic value provides a sense of pleasure. This applies not only to readers, who through literature escape their daily routines, but also to writers, who create alternative worlds through their work to distance themselves from the everyday (De Aguiar e Silva, 1999).

Furthermore, some scholars maintain that literature enables an understanding of human nature, as the fictional worlds it creates, grounded in real life, reflect the dreams, concerns, fears, ambitions, and desires of human beings. From this perspective, literature allows individuals to know themselves and comprehend the essence of humanity (M. Á. Garrido, 2004; Wellek & Warren, 1985).

Regardless of literature’s purpose or the reasons readers are drawn to it, this text posits that literature merits study to understand its internal logic and master its creative processes. It is worth noting that literature falls within what De Aguiar e Silva (1999) calls the sciences of the spirit, characterized by objects, methods, and purposes distinct from those of empirical sciences. Thus, while literature involves the creation of imaginary worlds, these must possess a sense of verisimilitude, requiring mastery of coherence among their elements to generate credibility (Amorós, 1979; Wellek & Warren, 1985).

A clear example of this capacity for escapism, beauty, and insight into the human soul is found in Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude. The novel creates a magical, fictional world in Macondo, yet it vividly reflects human conflicts, historical cycles, love, death, and solitude, forging a profound aesthetic and spiritual connection with readers.

Literary Genres

As noted in previous sections, literature is characterized by the creation of imaginary worlds defined by their verisimilitude, that is, an internal coherence that makes them seem real and fosters a sense of credibility for the reader. Literary works are the result of the author’s creative activity, aimed at delivering an aesthetic text that communicates a message.

From the emergence of the earliest literary expressions, it became possible to group works based on shared characteristics, even though each text’s essence was distinct. This led to the concept of literary genres to classify works into different types based on various criteria. Such criteria include form, content, the author’s role, or the functions of language (Gutiérrez, 2010).

It is important to recognize that literary genres are not static; they can evolve as new elements emerge in works. Based on these criteria and elements, scholars have categorized literary texts into various generic classifications (Gutiérrez, 2010; Wellek & Warren, 1985).

The most common classification today identifies three literary genres, based on the specific characteristics and traits of the works within them (M. Á. Garrido, 2004; Gutiérrez, 2010; Wellek & Warren, 1985). These are lyric, dramatic, and narrative. Understanding the general features of lyric and dramatic genres is essential to identifying their particularities and distinguishing them from narrative, which is the central focus of this book. Below, these two genres are briefly outlined. The remainder of the book will focus on narrative.

A classic example of genre diversity is found in Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, a work of the dramatic genre. Through dialogue and action, the tragedy reveals the protagonist’s fateful destiny, in contrast to a lyric work like Pablo Neruda’s Twenty Love Poems and a Song of Despair, where the subjective expression of emotions prevails. Both works clearly illustrate what distinguishes each genre.

Lyric Poetry

Lyric poetry, often simply called poetry, is a literary genre distinguished by its unique aesthetic use of language, employing various rhetorical figures to express the poet’s inner world. The defining characteristics of lyric poetry include (M. Á. Garrido, 2004):

	It focuses on the poet’s inner experience, encompassing thoughts, feelings, emotions, and desires, making it a deeply subjective genre.

	It does not prioritize constructing a story or narrative, though it may occasionally draw on anecdotes to evoke emotions or affective states.

	It delves deeply into a specific aspect or emotion, resulting in most lyric compositions being relatively brief compared to dramatic or narrative works.

	It features a linguistic structure that emphasizes expressive devices and wordplay to enhance the aesthetic quality of the poetic text.

	In most cases, it employs various types of verse in its composition, with the exception of prose poetry.

	The use of verse lends rhythm and musicality to the compositions.


Despite these common characteristics across lyric works, they can be classified into subgenres with distinct features based on structure, meter, or themes. The most common subgenres are (M. Á. Garrido, 2004; Jiménez & Sáez Rodríguez, 2010):

	The sonnet: typically composed of two quatrains and two tercets, addressing themes such as love, religion, satire, and others.

	The ode: characterized by elevated language and varied stanzas, it explores subjects like notable figures, landscapes, or meditative reflections.

	The eclogue: distinguished by its structure with an introduction and conclusion, it centers on rural life.

	The song: longer in form, it focuses on expressing a story with religious or romantic themes.

	The epigram: revolves around exaltation as its primary motive.

	The hymn: like the epigram, it focuses on praise, typically directed toward a hero or deity.

	The elegy: addresses diverse themes but often centers on lament or loss.

	The satire: aims to critique or ridicule individuals or behaviors.


It is worth noting that these are not the only lyric subgenres; they are simply the most common. Additionally, new works and styles that emerge over time allow for the expansion of this classification, meaning it is not fixed or immutable.

A classic example of lyric poetry is Sonnet XXIII by Garcilaso de la Vega, where intense emotions tied to love, fleeting beauty, and the passage of time are expressed through a strict formal structure, embodying the essence of the genre.

The Dramatic Genre 

The dramatic genre is responsible for the theatrical representation of a story, originating from a specific written structure and encompassing its performance on stage. This genre is distinguished by the following elements (De Miguel, 2010; M. Á. Garrido, 2004):

	Its primary linguistic form is dialogue, as the work is designed to be performed on stage by actors embodying the characters.

	Alongside dialogue, the text includes stage directions, which are notes indicating gestures, intonations, movements, or other elements accompanying the dialogue that actors must execute during the performance. Other components, such as set design, ambiance, and costumes, are also considered.

	The monologue is also used in the dramatic genre, allowing a character to express thoughts, plans, intentions, emotions, or other ideas to the audience without the knowledge of other characters.

	The structure of a dramatic work consists of acts, which are subdivided into scenes. This organization facilitates the development of the plot and narrative action.


The dramatic genre involves not only the creation of the text by the playwright but also its performance before an audience. Thus, staging involves various individuals beyond the playwright: actors portray the characters, while the director oversees production aspects and guides the actors’ performances. Other professionals, such as stagehands, costume designers, and lighting technicians, may also contribute. Additionally, various elements of the theatrical space, such as sets, lighting, music, and costume design, are integrated.

Dramaturgy is one of the oldest literary forms. Over time, dramatic subgenres have evolved, and today, several can be identified:

	The tragedy: these works narrate stories where characters face powerful adversaries or unavoidable circumstances, creating a sense of tragic destiny.

	The comedy: it presents humorous or festive situations, aiming to provoke laughter and entertain the audience.

	The tragicomedy: it blends tragic and comic elements, exploring both suffering and irony or humor in the lives of characters, sometimes incorporating sarcasm or parody.

	The melodrama: it focuses on sentimental aspects, often intensified to evoke deep emotions in the audience, with characters typically grappling with emotional and moral dilemmas.

	The farce: in these works, characters act in extravagant or eccentric ways, maintaining a comedic and exaggerated yet believable tone within the context of the play.


Like lyric poetry, the dramatic genre is not static; it evolves with the emergence of new literary trends, so the subgenres listed here do not constitute a definitive list.

A classic example of the dramatic genre is Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, where the themes of inevitable fate, guilt, and recognition shape one of the most influential tragedies in Western literature.

This Book

The narrative genre is one of the most prolific in literature, distinguished by its unique characteristics that set it apart from lyric and dramatic genres. Skillful handling of these elements can ensure a story’s success and its impact on readers. From this perspective, a narrative author must be aware of the various components that make up this type of text and possess sufficient mastery to integrate them effectively into their work.

Upon close examination, a narrative text resembles a woven tapestry, interlaced with different threads that give it shape. These threads include theme, action, plot, point of view, characters, time, space, scene, conflict, emotion, dialogue, and description. All of these are enhanced by the author’s personal style, which adds a special, original, and unique touch to their creations.

The purpose of this book is to explore all these narrative elements and identify the most significant aspects of each, as well as how they interrelate in crafting a fictional narrative text. Each chapter focuses on a specific component, presenting its basic concepts, characteristics, parts or classifications, and strategies for working with them, from planning to writing the text.

While each aspect could be explored in an entire book, this text synthesizes the most relevant points to present them clearly, precisely, and concisely, aiming to facilitate the reader’s understanding. At the end of each chapter, guiding questions are included to help readers identify key aspects to consider when writing their narratives.

This book is primarily aimed at authors of narrative texts who wish to understand or delve deeper into the essential elements of the genre and how they interconnect to create engaging works of fiction for readers. It is not a manual or guide providing step-by-step instructions for writing a narrative text, but rather a resource that outlines the fundamental concepts of narrative and its components. Furthermore, it does not seek to theorize the narrative genre or exhaust the topic comprehensively, but rather to offer supportive elements to help the reader-writer gain greater clarity about certain concepts and adopt effective practices for producing and refining their texts.

The linguistic style of this book is simple and direct, avoiding technical jargon that might confuse writers without specialized training or those without prior literary education. Thus, it presents clear and concrete definitions to facilitate understanding of the concepts addressed.

​​
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Chapter 1. Narrative
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Narrative and Narration

The terms narrative and narration are often used interchangeably to refer to the textual genre and the act of storytelling and its outcome. However, for the sake of clarity, precision, and practicality, this book uses narrative to denote the genre itself, and everything related to it, while narration refers to the act of narrating or the product of that act, namely the story.

Narrative is one of the three major literary genres, present across various cultures throughout history. It can take oral or written form, with the latter enabling stories to endure and be shared even centuries after their creation. Thus, today we can access tales crafted hundreds of years ago. While narrations are part of everyday life in both oral and written forms, the narrative genre, as a literary construct, refers specifically to fictional texts that employ language aesthetically, as discussed in the introductory chapter (M. Á. Garrido, 2004; Wellek & Warren, 1985).

The defining feature of narrative is the act of a narrator telling a story. This story involves a sequence of interconnected events, carried out by one or more characters, set in a specific time and place (Turmo & González, 2010).

The narrative genre emerged alongside other literary genres. The earliest record of this type of text dates back to ancient Greece, particularly in epic tales recounting legendary or imagined feats of a hero. Although these stories were sometimes composed in verse, the presence of a narrator recounting a story distinguishes them from the lyric genre, requiring a distinct approach. Over time, narrative works adopted prose, which remains the dominant form today. Additionally, themes expanded beyond heroic exploits to include ordinary figures, marginalized characters, and human concerns such as love, virtues, or flaws.

In subsequent centuries, the genre grew richer with various types of works, particularly the novel, which became the cornerstone of the genre up to the present day. The rise of the novel brought a wide range of themes, characters, settings, narrative structures, and expressive resources that added new dimensions to the genre. Consequently, we can identify various subgenres derived from narrative (De Aguiar e Silva, 1999). Moreover, the genre has embraced other expressive forms, such as the incorporation of visual elements, giving rise to comics or graphic novels, which also tell fictional stories accompanied by illustrations that depict their development.

Stories told on screen represent a fusion of the narrative genre with a modern form of drama. Films, series, and telenovelas convey imaginary tales, relying on literary resources for their creation. Today, some video games also employ a narrative structure that engages the player and fosters a degree of interaction with the audience.

Every narrative gives rise to a narration. The latter refers to the act of recounting a series of events in an organized and coherent manner, whether orally or in writing. In the case of written narration, the result is a text that can be read long after its creation.

Martín Vivaldi asserts that “to narrate is to recount one or more actions. Narration is a complex scene and also a sequence of scenes” (Martín Vivaldi, 2002c, p. 498). The act of storytelling involves not only describing what happens but also delving deeper into the underlying elements of the event, such as intentions, feelings, thoughts, emotions, or motivations. Thus, narration encompasses more complex aspects than a mere description of a situation.

A literary narration is, at its core, a fictional story, that is, a tale born from the author’s imagination. However, this invented nature does not exempt it from certain conventions or qualities that must be considered when narrating. Therefore, certain elements are essential for constructing a robust literary narrative.

The imaginary nature of literary narration can be more challenging than recounting real events, as everyday stories do not require a structured narrator, formal organization, detailed character presentation (if the characters are known to the audience), meticulous setting, or refined language. In contrast, writing fiction involves a series of technical decisions, expressive resources, and stylistic strategies to create a coherent, rich, and effective narration.

A literary example that illustrates the complexity of narrative is Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment. Through the story of Raskolnikov, the author not only recounts a series of events but also deeply explores the character’s moral motivations, ethical dilemmas, inner emotions, and social context, making the narration a complex and profoundly human experience.

Story and Discourse

Every narration consists of two fundamental aspects: the story and the discourse, which some scholars refer to as content and form (Pozuelo Yvancos, 2017). These two concepts serve



Characteristics, Elements, and Principles of Narrative


	It is written in prose.

	It originates from the writer’s imagination.

	It is voiced by a narrator (distinct from the author). In some cases, there may be multiple narrators, or the narrator may be one or more characters.

	It recounts interconnected events.

	These events are performed or experienced by characters.

	The actions are situated within specific spatial and temporal contexts.

	It involves a plot.

	It has a structure that begins with the presentation of a situation and concludes when that situation is resolved.



	Action.

	Plot.

	Point of view.

	Characters.

	Time.

	Place.




	Verisimilitude: As noted in previous sections, literary narration arises from the author’s fiction. However, this does not mean it is entirely detached from reality; rather, it draws on reality to create possible worlds. From this perspective, stories should resemble events that occur in real life. In other words, the universes created by narrative must appear truthful, emulating reality. Of course, a fictional work may include fantastical elements that transcend real life, but these must be explained coherently within the story (Martín Vivaldi, 2002c; Surmelian, 2002a).

	Credibility: Closely tied to verisimilitude, this principle requires that the narrative work, beyond seeming true, contains elements that foster credibility. This means situations, characters, times, and events must generate a sense of possibility within the created universe (Burroway, 2002c).

	Relevance: All elements involved in the narration must be justified in relation to the plot. Thus, the existence of characters, events, space, and time must be appropriate and conducive to the proper development of the plot. In other words, there should be no events disconnected from the storyline or characters lacking function or significance. The story’s development must be framed within a spatial and temporal setting suitable for what is being presented (Martín Vivaldi, 2002c).

	Coherence: The elements of the narration must be interconnected in a way that ensures internal consistency among them and how they unfold to drive the story. It is critical to avoid contradictions, such as between events and characters’ attitudes or between events and the spatial and temporal frameworks surrounding them. All elements must be arranged logically and coherently.

	Mutability and Movement: Every narration begins with an initial situation, often problematic. As the plot progresses, events transform these situations (including characters’ traits), leading to a final state that differs from the initial one. In other words, the initial and final situations are not the same, indicating a change or mutation throughout the plot. In most cases, the final situation represents the resolution of the initial problem, concluding the story. This is achieved because events create a continuous movement within the plot, enabling this transformation of states (Chatman, 1990; Martín Vivaldi, 2002c; Talib, 2018). An example of how mutability and movement propel narrative is found in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby. The story begins with a seemingly static situation, where the protagonist, Nick Carraway, observes and narrates the life of Jay Gatsby, a mysterious man obsessed with his lost love, Daisy. As the plot advances, circumstances change dramatically, culminating in a tragedy that redefines the meaning of Gatsby’s dreams and transforms Nick’s perspective on life and love.



Narrative Subgenres




	Short story: a brief narrative, typically centered on a single conflict that resolves quickly and focuses on action. It usually involves few characters and follows a structure with a beginning, a complication or climax, and a resolution.

	Fable: like the short story, it is a short narrative, often featuring animals or anthropomorphized beings, and it conveys a lesson or moral.

	Novel: an extended narrative divided into chapters, which may involve one or more conflicts, with resolutions typically unfolding more slowly than in a short story. In some cases, it focuses not on action but on characters or context. Due to its length, the plot can include more events than in previous subgenres, allowing deeper exploration of themes, character psychology, setting, and events.




	Dramatic narrative: centered on action and plot twists.

	Character-driven narrative: focused on the story of a main character.

	Chronicle or historical novel: centered on historical accounts.



	Character: where the essence of the story revolves around the character, whether their psychology, heroic deeds, suffering, inability to overcome external forces, or the way they triumph over circumstances.

	Action or event: where the narrative centers on what happens, the complications of those events, how they affect the characters, or how the characters alter those events until their resolution.



	Theme: as the name suggests, this refers to the subject matter addressed, such as action novels, Byzantine novels, existential novels, picaresque novels, romance novels, horror novels, etc.

	Publication or distribution: this pertains to how the novel is delivered, such as serialized novels, episodic novels, narrative cycles, etc.

	Language or discursive structure: based on the way it is written, such as epistolary novels, dramatic novels, structural novels, etc.

	Referentiality: referring to who or what the narrative is about, such as autobiographies, biographies, memoirs, etc.

	Historical or cultural context: referring to the historical period in which a narrative literary trend emerges. This includes realist novels, postcolonial novels, costumbrist novels, Baroque novels, etc.




	Do I recognize that I must have a story to tell and possess the linguistic skills to tell it?

	Do I understand that narrative involves characteristics, elements, and principles that govern the writing process?

	Is it appropriate to write a short story, a fable, a novella, or a novel?

	Can I identify a specific narrative subgenre for my story?



​​
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