Learning English through Short Stories


Personification, Narration and Dialogue

This handout is based on extracts from the stories ‘Exhibition of Chinese Jade’ and ‘Old Sultan’. It provides examples of common techniques which writers use to make their stories interesting.

1.  Personification

Objects

Look at this extract from Edward Kai Chiu’s ‘Exhibition of Chinese Jade’.

Here the narrator is speaking about jade, describing it as:

“having the characteristics of a virtuous man with benevolence, justice, courage and wisdom.’” 
Animals
In the story ‘Old Sultan’, the writers tell a story about farm animals and bring them to life by giving them language and feelings.
The conversation below takes place after the dog, old Sultan, and the wolf have made a plan to save Sultan from being killed.
“Soon afterwards the wolf came and wished him joy, and said, ‘Now, my good fellow, you must tell no tales, but turn your head the other way when I want to taste one of the old shepherd's fine fat sheep.' ‘No,' said Sultan; ‘I will be true to my master.'”
2. 
Narration

When we write a story we need to decide how we are going to tell it.
We can, for example, be a character in the story or we can tell a story from outside, looking in on what is happening.

First person narration

The person who is telling a story is called a narrator. Sometimes the narrator is part of the story, even being the main character. We call this a “first person narration”.

Look at this example from ‘Exhibition of Chinese Jade’.


“I never really showed my desire to have a yu because it is not good to want something too much, nor is it proper to ask for anything. For an entire year I kept the love to myself - nearly bursting.”
The first person narration uses the pronoun “I”, as you can see from above. 

In this case the writer is in the middle of the action of the story and can:

a) Make the story more real by being inside the story.

b) Describe his/her own thoughts, feelings and experiences.

Third person narration

Now, read this part of the second paragraph in ‘Old Sultan’. As you read, underline the pronouns that the writers use.

“Poor Sultan, who was lying close by them, heard all that the shepherd and his wife said to one another, and was very much frightened to think tomorrow would be his last day; so in the evening he went to his good friend the wolf, who lived in the wood, and told him all his sorrows, and how his master meant to kill him in the morning.”
Telling a story this way is called the third person narration.

The third person narration is a very useful way to tell a story because:

a) The writer can talk about all the characters in the story and know things about them that no one else can.

b) The writer can make the story happen in any place or time.

c) The writer can retell the thoughts, feelings and experiences of all the characters in the story.

In both examples, the first person and the third person narration, we can use what is called dialogue to add detail to what is going on. 

3. 
Dialogue

In a dialogue we write what exactly the characters in the story are saying.

To write dialogue we have to say who is speaking.
Here is an example of a dialogue from ‘Old Sultan’.
“And one day when the shepherd and his wife were standing together before the house the shepherd said, 'I will shoot old Sultan tomorrow morning, for he is of no use now.' But his wife said, 'Pray let the poor faithful creature live; he has served us well a great many years, and we ought to give him a livelihood for the rest of his days.' 'But what can we do with him?' said the shepherd, 'he has not a tooth in his head, and the thieves don't care for him at all; to be sure he has served us, but then he did it to earn his livelihood; tomorrow shall be his last day, depend upon it.”
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Learning Activity 1

Personification and Dialogue


In this activity you will read another extract from ‘Old Sultan’ taken from paragraphs 5 and 6 when the battle between old Sultan and the wolf is about to begin.

This time you have to create a dialogue by removing the sentences in bold below and replacing them with the words that you think the characters are saying. Use your imagination to add more details. The first two have been done for you as examples.
Now Sultan had nobody he could ask to be his second but the shepherd's old three-legged cat; (A) so he took her with him, and as the poor thing limped along with some trouble, she stuck up her tail straight in the air. The wolf and the wild boar were first on the ground; and when they espied their enemies coming, and saw the cat's long tail standing straight in the air, (B) they thought she was carrying a sword for Sultan to fight with; and every time she limped, (C) they thought she was picking up a stone to throw at them; so they said (D) they should not like this way of fighting, and the boar lay down behind a bush, and the wolf jumped up into a tree. 
Sultan and the cat soon came up, and looked about and wondered that no one was there. The boar, however, had not quite hidden himself, for his ears stuck out of the bush; and when he shook one of them a little, (E) the cat, seeing something move, and thinking it was a mouse, sprang upon it, and bit and scratched it, so that the boar jumped up and grunted, and ran away, roaring out, 'Look up in the tree, there sits the one who is to blame.' So they looked up, and espied the wolf sitting amongst the branches; and (F) they called him a cowardly rascal, and would not suffer him to come down till he was heartily ashamed of himself, and had (G) promised to be good friends again with old Sultan.
(A) “I need your help,” said Sultan. “I must go and fight the wolf. Will you help me?” 
“Of course,” said the cat. “You are my friend and though I have only three legs I will come with you.” 

(B)
“Look,” said the wolf to the boar, “the cat is carrying a sword for Sultan to fight with.”  

(C) ________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Learning Activity 2
Narration

The dialogue below is based on the story ‘Old Sultan’. Read the dialogue and add details to it by inserting commentary using the third person narration.
	Shepherd: Wife: 
Shepherd:
Wife:
Shepherd:
Wife:
	I will shoot old Sultan tomorrow morning, for he is of no use now.
Let the poor creature stay, for god’s sake; he has served us for so many years now. Don’t you think we ought to give him a livelihood for the rest of his days?
But what can we do with him? He is so old now and his teeth have all fallen off!
He doesn’t have to serve us, does he? We just have to give him plenty to eat and my cushion to sleep on.
Well, if you think it’s too cold-blooded for me to shoot him, let me just bring him into the woods then. We surely can save some money without him.
Since when have you become so mean my dear? Can’t we sacrifice a little and take care of him?


Example:


“I will shoot old Sultan tomorrow morning, for he is of no use now,” said the shepherd.

Feeling upset about her husband’s plan, the wife frowned and remarked, “Let the poor creature stay, for god’s sake; he has served us for so many years now. Don’t you think we ought to give him a livelihood for the rest of his days?”

The shepherd, feeling helpless, threw up his hands. “But what can we…

…
Continue to expand the dialogue into paragraphs with narration and write them below.
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