
LITERACY: NOVELS 

How to analyse a novel 

Advice for the learner 

1. Look at the title of your novel. Is there any hidden or implied messages. 

Keep this in mind when you are reading your novel. There should be a 

correlation between the title and the theme of the book. 

2. Chapter one, paragraph one line one. What does the author start with? Is he 

creating any atmosphere, what is the tone of the narrative and how does the 

author introduce his first character? 

By the end of the first chapter you should have been introduced to: 

- The setting and atmosphere of the novel 

- You should have met one or more of the characters in the novel 

- The theme should have been hinted at, or you should have experienced it 

completely. 

3. Keep an open mind for the build up to the climax (or climaxes) in the novel 

- Keep an eye open for the following: 

• The action that takes place (rising action) 

• Important happenings that might change the decisions of some of 

the characters. 

• Character development that takes place in the main characters 

(round characters) 

4. Focus on the main characters and take note of the following: 

• Similarities and differences experienced between the main characters. 

• See how they react differently to the same problem 

• Look at the socio-economic conditions of the characters and how they 

are formed by their surroundings. Also see whether they are happy 

(and want to stay) or unhappy (they want to leave) in their 

surroundings. 

5. Look at the moral that is uncovered during the story. Note: a good author will 

almost always have a moral to his/her stories. Be careful not to interpret it 

incorrectly. 



6. Through the novel you will be introduced to the world in which the story 

takes place (setting and background) and the characters live. Is this a true 

reflection? Do you believe the authenticity of the created world? Did the 

author convince you or do the characters live in a vacuum? 

The created space should co-inside with the type of novel we are dealing with. Is it 

fictional (the created world might be off- planet in a make believe world like Avatar) 

or it can be a period drama from Jane Austin such as Pride and prejudice or 

Emma, it could be a western, horror, or a romance. The setting will ultimately 

determine some of the action of the characters. 

7. A good author would comment on social behavior. Note what he/she is 

saying on life and social conditions. 

8. At the end of the novel you should be able to: 

- Identify the theme from different angles 

- Identify the morals addressed 

- Have a good idea of the main characters and their reasons for their 

behavior in the novel. A good character must be developed from different 

angles to be successful. 

After you (the learner) finished the novel, you should be able to do the 

following: 

1. You should be able to identify the main themes and describe what the novel is 

all about. The effect that the writer wishes to produce, for example: 

✓ Teach    Entertain 

✓ Satirize   Frighten 

✓ Anger    Warn 

2. You should be able to follow the intrigue created by the author. 

- Indicate the main incidents in the main character’s life. 

- Explain how the main theme develops through the novel. 

3. You must be able to describe the setting and background and how the socio-

economic, historical and political factors influence the character’s life. This is 

the when and where of the novel. 

4. Analyse the novel’s structure and identify the following: 

o The introduction 



o Development of the theme 

o Crisis 

o Resolution 

This also relates to how the plot is put together: 

▪ Linear structure – The story begins at the beginning, follows a 

chronological order of events. 

▪ Circular structure – Begins at or near the end, goes back to the 

beginning and then moves to the end again. 

▪ Flashback – Begins at a point in the story and flashes back to 

recount previous events. 

5. Give comments of the characters from the following points of view: (the 

participant in the literary work) 

o The part the character play in the novel 

o The emotional, religious, intellectual, physical and physiological 

aspects that influence the decisions of the characters. 

o Motives for taking action and making decisions. 

o Characteristics that are revealed through speech and actions. 

o Typecasting of some types of characters in novels – the villain, the 

hero, the damsel in distress, ect. 

How does the writer cause characters to develop, change or remain static. 

(Characterization) 

The techniques the writer uses:  

▪ Direct comments by others 

▪ What the character say or do 

▪ Physical appearance 

Round character: 

▪ Developed 

▪ Show many aspects of the character 

▪ They are complex characters 

Flat characters 



▪ They remain the same 

▪ Have limited characterization 

▪ Express one idea/belief 

▪ Very often reflect or act as a foil for the main character 

▪ Are often stereotyped ( they are always the same) 

6. Discuss style at the hand of the following: 

o The role played by accidents, coincidence, fate and institutions. 

o The tone of the novel is it ironic, satire, discussions or humorous. 

o Form of the novel – is it autobiography, biography, divided into 

chapters etc.. 

Irony exists when there is a difference between appearance and reality. It is used to: 

• Show up stupidity and follow amusingly 

• Arouse ager and indignation 

• Show the sadness or tragedy of a situation 

 

7. Atmosphere: This is the atmosphere or mood that are convey to the reader – 

indicate how the author achieves this as well as the correlation between the 

title and the theme of the novel. (evidence) 

8. Remember important events from the novel. (short summary of events can be 

drawn up) 

9. Can you place the novel in the same categories as other literary texts? 

10. Show empathy with the characters. 

Terminology used in literary texts 

Terminology Explanation 

Compare Carefully look for similarities and differences. Conclude which is 

best? 

Contrast Place thing opposite each other to highlight differences 

Give criticism Be critical on the facts or opinions given by the author but support 

your statements by producing evidence for your arguments 



Define Give the exact meaning of words of phrases. You will have to 

discuss them 

Discuss Investigate a cause with both for- and against arguments. Look for 

evidence for your statements. Understand the implications of both. 

Describe Give a very detailed description or graphical account or events 

(things) 

Distinguish 

between 

Look for differences 

Evaluate Evaluate the worth of something in the light of the validity or use of 

it. 

Explain Simplify, interpret and give an account of reasons for … 

Illustrate Make it clear or explicit (could also mean to draw) 

Interpret Give a personal account based on factual information, simplify and 

give reasons for 

Justify 

 

Provide enough evidence to support claims made and conclusions 

drawn 

Outline The main points of a chapter, the principles of a topic. Leave out the 

less important work and give the bare essentials only. 

Bring in line 

with… 

Recount what happened 

Show how things are related and the effect it has on each other 

Name / explain Write down the fact shortly  

Summary Summarize the chapters/events by giving a short recount of the 

most important aspects of the novel. 

Chronologically Follow the running / history of the novel in order as it happens 

(Put in your 

own 

terminology) 
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The Novel 

A Literary Novel consist of 5 basic elements: Characters, time, background (setting) 

the narrator and actions. 

Time 

When you talk about time In a literary context you usually refer to the sequence of 

happenings as it happens in the story. 

Chronology: This story starts at the beginning and end at the ending of the story. 

A-chronology: This storyline jumps around, either into the past or into the future. 

Anti- chronology: This story will start at the end and work it way around to the end 

again. (In a circle) 

 

Intrigue 

This is the sequence in which the action takes place. This doesn’t necessarily 

happens in chronological order, but it gives a specific structure to the novel. The 

pattern in which this happens is called intrigue. 

This is the organization of the rising action and cause and effect plays an important 

role. This conflict builds up and it creates tension and anticipation until the climax 

and resolution takes place in the novel. 



(Remember that in a novel you can have more than one storyline and therefore more 

than one climax and resolution) 

Setting 

Setting is not important in all literary work but in some the setting and background 

plays a very important role. Its shape the characters and have a direct influence on 

their decisions and reactions. The setting can also contribute to the tension created 

in the book (think of horror films in which the background is part of the story e.g. 

graveyards, haunted houses, dark woods ect) 

The author can use the character to describe the setting/background. The author 

provides the information for the readers to see, feel and smell the surroundings. 

Action  

The action in the novel can be divided into two groups: internal action such as 

feelings e.g. scared, longing, love, hate ect. Then you have and general action/doing 

of the characters that result in specific events taking place. 

Characters and characterization 

The author creates the characters and the plot and storyline, without both the author 

would not have a story. 

The characters and their actions reveal the storyline and plot as the story develops.  

When the reader looks at the characters the following questions can be answered. 

▪ With whom is this happening? 

▪ Does the main character have a name or nickname that can cast this 

character as a type? 

▪ What type is this character and how do we know this? (It can be an external 

narrator, in his thoughts, his actions) 

▪ Does the main character establish relationships and with whom? 

▪ What types of relationship exists between the characters and how does this 

influence the development of the storyline. 

▪ Does the character grow through the novel or do they stay the same?   

 

 


