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ENG 4U1



Formalism 
A formalist approach to literary interpretation focuses on the text itself, without considering any external forces on the work like the author’s life or culture.  It considers how something is said more than what is said.  It studies recurrences, repetitions, relationships, and motifs in order to understand the work.  Diction, punctuation and syntax are also considered to ascertain how they contribute to the larger meaning 

Formalism has three main features:  form, diction and unity.

Form:  

1.  Cadence-listen to how the narrator/character is speaking, the sound of what s/he is

     saying, and how it is being said.

2.  Repetition-look for words, phrases, or concepts that emphasize significance.

3.  Relationships-connections between characters that develop plot, character, and theme.

Diction:

1.  Denotation-the dictionary definition of a word essential to comprehension.

2.  Connotation-implication that the word has more significance than its literal meaning.

3.  Allusion-links to other texts-while this is less formalist because it connects outside the
     text, allusions are significant for their connotative value. 

4.  Symbol-a concrete word/image that represents an abstract concept to enhance
    meaning. 

Unity:

1.  The use of symbols, images, and other figures of speech connect a work by reinforcing 

      significant events that have already occurred and foreshadowing others. 

2.  Unity allows for tension and conflict. Irony (opposite of what is intended) and paradox 

     (contradictory truths) are also important as tension makes a work more compelling. 

Questions to Consider: 

1.   Does the work exhibit the characteristics of a particular form, or does it have a unique
      form?    You may want to consider structural devices. 

2.   In what manner is the story told?  Chronologically? Through flashbacks?

3.   Is there closure in the narrative or is the reader left guessing?

4.   What is the point of view of the narrator(s)?  How does this p.o.v. affect the story being
      told?

5.   What do the diction choices suggest about characterization?

6.   Are there examples of foreshadowing?

7.   Are there visual patterns?

8.   What details of the setting indicate meaning? (time, season, physical location, weather?)

9.   Are there unfamiliar words? Are there significant connotations?

10.  Are there paradoxes? Ironies? What are the effects on tone or plot?

