Literature: introduction





The main difference between literature and other simple (or basic) art media (such as the visual medium or sound) is that literature uses language, i.e., meaningful statements. This means that meaning in literature is of greatest importance (see Part II. The theory of modes). But is it only meaning that is important?





Literature starts as oral, i.e., memorized and orally recited, and becomes written only at a later stage. In order to memorize lengthy literary pieces, they had to be organized according to a certain order. Thus, the first kind of literature was poetry.





Poetic foot and poetic meter. Using some natural qualities of language, such as stressed and unstressed syllables, poets rearrange language — our means of communication — according to certain laws (order) and make it into artworks. Thus, formal elements in literature (e.g., such as meter) are important as well. Contemporary poetic meter is a repeating pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables (such as one stressed, one unstressed, etc.). Poetic foot is the repeating portion of this pattern.





Theme in Literature





The most basic type of theme (or motif) in literature is found in some of the earliest examples of European literature: long and repetitious epic poems, such as the Iliad (e.g., read pages 408-411; 422-423; 441-443). A theme in literature is usually meaningful, such as a description of some action, scene, or event. However, it shares some similarities with themes in music and painting. Repeating themes help to hold long literary pieces together (cf. the Iliad), and variations of these themes keep the attention of the reader / audience and make the piece more enjoyable.





An example of a theme in the Iliad would be a recurring theme (or motif) of single combat that always has a similar structure: the heroes challenge each other and exchange angry and boastful speeches; the heroes mention their famous lineage to frighten the opponent; they fight and one of the heroes is defeated; the winner mocks the loser.





Rhythm in literature





The most basic example of rhythm in literature is the use of poetic meter (such as dactyl, iamb, etc.). However, rhythm can exists even at the more general level of organization of the text, as in examples from the Iliad: e.g., the “rhythm of battle” (pages 129-130; 190; 201-202; 205-206).








