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Abstract 

 

Literature is not just written, but also oral in the form. It is a form of art; it is known for its 

suggestiveness and its permanence; its universal interest and its individual style.  

Literature is found mainly in three styles- 

1. The epic (narrative in verse) 

2. The drama (in verse or in prose) 

3. The novel (narrative in prose) 

 

The other literary types in verse include - ballad, lai, epigram,  and lyric;  while in prose 

types are - essay, autobiography, biography, short story and parable. Satire is attempted by 

both poets and   prose writers.  

Literature  is the expression of life in words of truth and beauty. It is the source of inspiration 

and delight. It is the written record of man’s spirit, of his thoughts, emotions, aspirations; it is 

the history of the human soul. It preserves the ideals of a people; and ideals – love, duty, 

friendship, freedom, reverence – are the part of human life most worthy of preservation. Since it 

preserves the race the ideals upon which all our civilization is founded, it is one of the most 

important and delightful subjects that can occupy the human mind.  

Literature is separated from non- literature on the basis of the ancient concept of ‘rasa’; it means 

that it  gives aesthetic delight to spectators, readers and listeners. It makes  them full and free 

human beings. All literary work is  an appeal; to write is to make  an appeal to the reader, to 
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disclose the world to him / her. It  is the writer’s mission to dispel inertia, ignorance, prejudice  

and false emotion from our body, mind  and heart or  from this world.   

In other words, literature should not be a sedative, but an irritant, a catalyst  provoking men to 

change the world in which they live and in so doing to change themselves. 

Keywords: ( rasa , notion , genre , epic , drama , novel )  

The established notion of literature: - It is very difficult to define literature. It primarily refers to 

written compositions or texts or the rasa- imbued texts that give aesthetic delight. Besides 

written literature, we have also oral literature, in the form of songs or chanting .Indian tribal 

literature is the best example as far as oral literature is concerned. 

Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines literature : “Pieces of writing that are valued as   

works of art, especially novels, plays and poems (in contrast to technical books and newspapers, 

magazines etc.    

 Chief Characteristics of Literature 

The Chief Characteristics of literature:  We are now in a position to enlist some of the essential 

qualities of literature. They are- 

(i)  Literature is artistic: - Literature is characterized by its artistic quality; it is the expression of 

life in words of truth and beauty.That’s why, we have many writers, but few artists. Let’s quote 

last two lines of John Keats’ Ode: On a Grecian Urn: “Beauty is truth, truth beauty, -that is all, 

Ye know on Earth, and all ye need to know”.  

(ii)  Literature is suggestive: Literature is known for its suggestive quality; it makes an appeal to 

our emotions and imagination. John Donne writes in one of his Holy Sonnets: 

“One short sleep past, we wake eternally”  

 

(iii) Literature is permanent: The third quality of literature is its permanence. In other words, 

literature lasts long. The Mahabharata and The Ramayana are ancient Sanskrit epics. They are 

still popular. They are still relevant.  
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(iv) Universal Interest: Literature is read because of its universal interest;   it defies boundary; it 

knows no nationality, nor any bounds save those of humanity.It is chiefly concerned with 

elementary passions and emotions  - love and hate, joy and sorrow, fear and faith --which are an 

essential part of our human nature.  

Macbeth can represent our ambition; Hamlet can stand for our dilemma; and Antigone can 

remind us of our duty. 

 

v)  Individual style: - A writer writes or expresses his/her thoughts in the individual/personal 

way/manner.  A writer differs from his fellow writers in terms of style, expression or diction.  

 

The Genres  

 

The Genres: The genres mean literary or artistic types or styles. We would like to consider 

three main literary types- poetry (epic poetry); drama (tragedy and comedy); prose fiction (the 

novel). 

 

(i)  The epic: - The epic is a long narrative poem; its subject or theme is very serious, written in 

a high or grand style; its protagonist is of great national or cosmic importance. The setting of 

the poem is vast; the action involves super human deeds in battle.  

 

Homer’s two Greek epics are The Iliad and The Odyssey; Virgil wrote The Aeneid- a Latin epic, 

and Milton wrote Paradise Lost (1667) –an English epic. 

Achilles is the Greek warrior in The Iliad. Odysseus is a brave wanderer in The Odyssey. Adam 

represents the entire human race in Milton’s Paradise Lost.  

Paradise Lost is a colossal epic, not of a man or a hero, but of the whole race of men. The 

scenes –the splendours of heaven, the horrors of hell, the serene beauty of Paradise, the sun and 

planets suspended between celestial light and darkness –are pictured or portrayed with an 

imagination that is almost superhuman. The poem is in blank verse      

 

(ii) The drama: - A play is written for the theatre, that is, to be performed on the stage. It is 

divided into acts, and acts are often divided into scenes. Comedy is a light form of the drama. It 
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is intended to be funny, usually with a happy ending. Bharata Muni’s Natya Shastra in Sanskrit 

is an ancient Indian text on drama, dance and music.It explores the origins, aims and types of 

the drama in detail like Aristotle. Kalidasa is an ancient Indian dramatist who  is best known  

for his Sanskrit play  Abhijananasakuntalam throughout  the world. 

The  theme  of romantic comedy  is love and marriage. For instance, Shakespeare’s As you Like 

It  is a romantic comedy in which the famous  line: All the  world’s a stage... occurs . 

Jonson’s ‘Volpone’ is a satiric comedy. The way of the world, by Congreve, is a comedy of 

manners. Here the society is the target of the attack. 

Tragedy is a serious form of the drama, usually with a sad ending, in which the main character 

dies. Aristotle has dealt with the subject in detail in his book ‘Poetics’. Shakespeare has written 

a number of world famous tragedies; some of them are  “Macbeth,” ‘Othello’, ‘Hamlet’, ‘King 

hear’, etc. Hamlet, the earliest of the great tragedies, is the most self –conscious. The 

Renaissance atmosphere of art, ostentation, learning, and crime governs this play in which the 

hero is himself a Renaissance scholar-prince, shrewd and sad.  

 

(iii)  The novel: -  The novel is a long story; it is a long prose work. It gives more scope and 

freedom to the writer to portray a variety of characters and conditions, reactions and passions. 

The novel-writing and reading remains a favourite with women . Jane Austen, George Eliot  

and Emily Bronte are among outstanding British women  novelists ;  Anundhati  Roy, Anita 

Desai, and  Shashi Deshpande are contemporary women Indian novelists. 

Richardson’s Pamela (1740) is regarded as the first English novel of character. It is the story of 

the trials, tribulations and the final happy marriage of a sweet young lady  .Henry  Fielding  

Wrote  The History of Tom Jones (1749); it is the greatest novel of the 18 th century; and  it 

gives the most vivid picture of the social life of the time.Charles Dickens (1812- 70) dominated 

novel - writing in the 19th  century, wrote  a number of great novels; his popularity remains 

intact till date. 

Nothing in the novel in the 20th century can fully compare with Joyce. His individual art began 

to show itself in A portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916), and appeared fully formed in 

Ulysses (1922). More philosophically, he came to feel that time and space are artificial, and that 

all is related, and that art should be a symbol of that relationship.  
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  D H Lawrence  is among the other novelists of the twentieth century who contributed a lot to 

the development of the novel  and  recorded some most passionate  experiences  or moments in 

his fiction, especially in Sons  and Lovers (1913) and Women in Love (1921). 

Dorothy  Richardson and Virginia Woolf devoted themselves to the psychological study of the  

main characters. Aravind Adiga, perhaps the most recent Indian novelist writing in English, is 

globally  recognized for his work The White Tiger (2008); it is concerned  with  Balram 

Halwai’s  rise  in contemporary Indian society.  There’s a new trend to write  a novel in verse  

in recent times and  Vikram Seth’s The Golden Gate (1986)  is the best known verse novel. Seth 

is a superb master of styles; his poetic styles are a curious mix of the modern and the Victorian. 

His verse is always readable.  His big novel ‘A Suitable Boy’ (1993) is based on a romance plot, 

the choice of a suitable boy for the  heroine Lata Mehra;  her choice falls on a man called 

Haresh Khanna who is a foreign returned; who is being trained  in the shoe trade. This book is 

known for its copious realism.   

Salman Rushdie became a celebrity with the publication of Midnight’s Children in 1981; it 

retells the story of  the partition of  a newly independent  country.  
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