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systems of classification. Helping you understand and effectively use both is a
major focus of this book; especially important terms appear in bold throughout
and are defined in a glossary at the back.

Some essential literary terms are common, everyday words used in a special way
in the conversation about literature. A case in point, perhaps, is the term literary
criticism, as well as the closely related term literary critic. Despite the usual con-
notations of the word criticism, literary criticism is called criticism not because it is
negative or corrective but rather because those who write criticism ask searching,
analytical, “critical” questions about the works they read. Literary criticism is
both the process of interpreting and commenting on literature and the result of
that process. If you write an essay on the play Hamlet, the poetry of John Keats, or
the development of the short story in the 1990s, you engage in literary criticism,
and by writing the essay, you've become a literary critic.

Similarly, when we classify works of literature, we use terms that may be famil-

iar to you but have specific meanings in a literary context. All academic disci-
plines have systems of classification, or taxonomies, as well as jargon. Biologists,
for example, classify all organisms into a series of ever-smaller, more specific cat-
egories: kingdom, phylum or division, class, order, family, genus, and species. Clas-
sification and comparison are just as essential in the study of literature. We expect
a poem to work in a certain way, for example, when we know from the outset that
it is a poem and not, say, a factual news report or a short story. And—whether
consciously or not—we compare it, as we read, to other poems we've read in the
past. If we know, further, that the poem was first published in eighteenth-century
Japan, we expect it to work differently from one that appeared in the latest New
Yorker. Indeed, we often choose what to read, just as we choose what movie to see,
based on the “class” or “order” of book or movie we like or what we are in the
mood for that day—horror or comedy, action or science fiction.

As these examples suggest, we generally tend to categorize literary works in two
ways: (1) on the basis of contextual factors, especially historical and cultural
context—that is, when, by whom, and where it was produced (as in nineteenth-
century literature, the literature of the Harlem Renaissance, American literature, or
African American literature)—and (2) on the basis of formal textual features. For
the latter type of classification, the one we focus on in this book, the key term is
genre, which simply means, as the Oxford English Dictionary tells us, “A particular
style or category of works of art; esp. a type of literary work characterized by a par-
ticular form, style, or purpose.”

Applied rigorously, genre refers to the largest categories around which this
book is organized—fiction, poetry, and drama (as well as nonfiction prose). The
word subgenre applies to smaller divisions within a genre, and the word kind to
divisions within a subgenre. Subgenres of fiction include the novel, the novella,
and the short story. Kinds of novels, in turn, include things like the bildungsro-
man or the epistolary novel. Similarly, important subgenres of nonfiction include
the essay, as well as biography and autobiography; a memoir is a particular kind
of autobiography, and so on.

However, the terms of literary criticism are not so fixed or so consistently, rig-
orously used as biologists’ are. You will often see the word genre applied both
much more narrowly—referring to the novel, for example, or even to a kind of
novel such as the epistolary novel or the historical novel.

The way we classify a work depends on which aspects of its form or style we
concentrate on, and categories may overlap. When we divide fiction, for example,




