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Some Basic Terminology: 

Three Genres and Four Tropes

GENRES are essentially categories -- or modes -- of discourse. Nearly all writing you read will partake of the three master genres: Lyric, Dramatic, Narrative. Most texts you read will employ more than one of these, often at the same time. As you'll see below, if a character were to recount a conversation she had earlier in the day, first as narration and then as performance, she would be using Narrative and then Dramatic presentation. If she then exclaimed on how mistaken she was in having such a conversation, she would then move into Lyric.

Genre #1: The Lyric. One of the oldest and most enduring forms of expression, Lyric discourse is written from the point of view of an "I." Most lyric discourse describes a state of being or feeling, nearly always in the present tense. Thus, most short poems and songs are lyrics.  See Marianne Dashwood's speech at the end of Chapter 4 of Sense and Sensibility, in which she says goodbye to Norland. Such utterances are "direct" discourse, in that they're supposed to be transparent reflections of a character's inner state of being. In poetry, a lyric is a brief melodic and imaginative poem or speech (as opposed to a narrated tale), characterized by the fervent but structured expression of private thoughts and emotions by a single speaker who speaks in first person. Such discourse is because it comes straight from a speaker who is talking only about the feelings, emotions, and immediate thoughts of that speaker. 

Genre #2: The Dramatic. "Drama" originally meant any discourse that was performed, and this performative nature is still the key to understanding it. In novels, then, dramatic discourse usually takes the form of dialogue, as the author "performs" precisely what was said, word for word, in the character of each speaker. Thus, we usually think of it as performed speech. But it can include other kinds of performance, such as the "performance" -- i.e, the word-for-word reproduction -- of documents, such as the inclusion of a letter or a will in a novel, or a character's re-performance of a dialogue that happened in the past. Such discourse is usually -- but not always -- considered "direct" because there usually exists no narrator to mediate between the reader and the dialogue or documents. 

Genre #3: The Narrative or Descriptive. Narrative or Descriptive Discourse occurs when a narrator represents something second-hand -- whether a description of an object, place, or landscape, or a description of an event or story. One might also call this "indirect" discourse or "third-person narration," since the speaker is not directly involved in what is being described or represented. 

These are the three classical genres of discourse. But you'll also see literary historians and critics use the word genre to denote a "category" or "type" of literature, under many different systems of distinction: verse vs. prose; Gothic Novel vs. Novel of Manners; or more traditional distinctions like comedy, tragedy, pastoral, epic, or satire. Today, most literary historians follow the lead of the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, who thought of genre in terms of "family resemblances," a set of similarities binding a body of texts together. They also tend to agree with Jacques Derrida: "Every text participates in one or several genres; there is no genreless text; yet such participation never amounts to belonging. (Jacques Derrida, "The Law of Genre").

TROPES: Tropes are literally "turns" or figures of language, in which a word or phrase is used in a sense other than that which is proper to it. Here are the four basic tropes; you'll be familiar with at least two of them:

Trope #1: Metaphor: where an equation or analogy is drawn between two unlike things. Examples: "My love is a red, red rose"; "That child is a mouse." But metaphors can be far more complex than this, as with any time an author uses symbolism. 

Trope #2: Metonymy: where one thing is represented by another that is commonly and often physically associated with it. Examples include such practices as referring to the monarchy as "the Crown," or, more contemporarily, calling lawyers "suits," or athletes "jocks."

Trope #3: Synecdoche: where a part of something is used to represent the whole, such as when we call forty ships "forty sail," or refer to knights as "shields," etc. The act of quoting or excerpting is essential synecdochal, since you are claiming to be able to represent an entire film or text through key parts of it. 

Trope #4: Hyperbole: where language -- usually through some kind of excess -- is made to express something other (or even opposite) to what literally denotes. Any use of understatement, overstatement, irony, sarcasm, etc. is essentially a use of hyperbole or its opposite. 




