What are Literary Themes?
What is a theme?  It is an abstract idea which is expressed through a work of art.  A landscape painting might express beauty.  A song might be about love.  The story "The Boy Who Cried Wolf" portrays the author's opinion about honesty. Possible literary themes to consider are listed below. 
Literary Themes

	Ambition
	Jealousy

	Beauty
	Loneliness

	Betrayal
	Love

	Courage
	Loyalty

	Duty (filial piety)
	Perseverance

	Fear
	Prejudice

	Freedom
	Suffering

	Happiness
	Truth


(http://www.vhinkle.com/nightingale/themes.html)

Theme: the meaning of the story; central or dominating idea
What theme is not:
It is not the "moral" of the story.

It is not the subject of the story.

It is not a "hidden meaning" that needs to be pulled out of the story.

A moral is a piece of practical advice that can be gained from the novel to apply to our own lives.

A theme is more complex than a moral and may have no direct advice or philosophical value that the reader can apply.

What theme is:
Theme is the meaning released by the work when we take all aspects of the work in its entirety into account.

It is an aspect of human experience that the author wishes to express.

Discovering theme:  Theme can be discovered only by becoming aware of the relations among the parts of a story and of the relations of the parts to a whole:

Characters:  What kind of people does the story deal with?

Plot:  What do the characters do?  Are they in control of their lives, or are they controlled by fate?

Motivation:  Why do the characters behave as they do, and what motives dominate them?

Style:  How does the author perceive reality?

Tone:  What is the author's attitude towards his subject?

Values:  What are the values of the characters in the story?  What values does the author seem to promote?

The importance of theme in literature can be overestimated; the work of fiction is more than just the theme.  However, the theme allows the author to control or give order to his perceptions about life.
(http://www.ci.maryville.tn.us/mhs/studyskills/CompGuide/LitAnaTheme.htm)

While reading a story, the theme might not be that obvious at first. Many people confuse the theme with the subject of the story, but a theme is more abstract than the subject. The theme of a story is the idea that holds the story together. In essence, a theme is the main idea or some type of lesson or message that the author wants to convey to the reader.  For example, the great novel, Little Women, is about four sisters, but that is the subject of the book. One of the themes is the struggles of young girls maturing into women. A story can have more than one theme. Though themes might be difficult to find, there are some ways to identify them. 

1. Identify the central topics or "big ideas."  Before you read a work, look at the title. Does it give any clues as to what the book will be about? And Then There Were None is a great mystery book by Agatha Christie. The title alone hints that there are going to be many disappearances or murders. In the aforementioned Little Women, the reader knows that she is going to be reading a book about young girls and that the theme might possibly have something to do with them. As you read the book, look for the central topic of the book. Is the book mostly about secrets, as in And Then There Were None? Is it about family? Is it about growing up, as in Little Women?  When you identify the central topics of the book, write them down. Getting a feel for the central topics of the book will help you begin to identify possible themes. 
2. Identify how the characters relate to the central topic. As you read the story, try to see how the characters relate to the central topic. Pay attention to key events, dialogue, ideas, metaphors, and changes in a character's actions or beliefs. In Little Women, Meg is faced with her poverty when she attends a party. The other girls dress her up like a doll and she begins to act like someone that she is not. When she is confronted about this by another character, she becomes ashamed and alarmed at her behavior. Seeing how Meg deals with this event and knowing that one of the central topics of the book is growing up, one can conclude that a possible theme might be the struggles with growing up. 
3. Organize your thoughts. If you are still struggling with finding the theme of a story, try to organize your thoughts by writing them down. Write down the central topic and then include examples from the story that support that topic. What did the characters do? What did they say? How did they react? Sit back and look at what you wrote and try to see the "big picture" of the story. What was that story all about? What was the author trying to tell me? With a little bit of time and thought, the theme will come to you. 
Remember, a story can have more than one theme. In Little Women, there are many themes, such as the struggles of growing up, the struggles of poverty, and death. Identifying themes does not come easily to everyone. The key is to be patient and not be too hard on yourself if you cannot identify literary themes right away. 

(http://www.howtodothings.com/hobbies/a4231-how-to-identify-literary-themes.html)

The Difference 
Between 
Literary Genres, Literary Elements and Literary Themes

Literary Genres
A genre is a group or collection of books with a similar theme or style. 
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	Picture Books are stories written around one or two themes with the illustrations being an integral part of the book.
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	Easy To Read books are fiction stories that are written at a level for beginning readers.
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	Fantasy books are a type of fiction that contain elements such as characters or settings that could not exist in life as we know it today. Examples include characters such as dragons or animals with human characteristics. Settings might be magical or other-world. 
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	Historical fiction books are those that give a historically accurate portrayal of life during a particular time in history. They have a strong sense of place and time. This type of book has a call number of "F" and is located alphabetically by author's name within the fiction section.
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	Narrative fiction books are those that tell a story. There may be dialogue or not. Tell about a sequence of events.  Descriptive books are stories that “pain pictures with words.”
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	Mystery books are stories that involve a suspenseful event (often a crime of some type). The reader uses clues from the story and gradually discovers who has committed the crime to solve the mystery by the end of the story.
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	Realistic fiction books are those set in present-day. Characters encounter modern day difficulties and dilemmas. Realistic fiction includes mysteries, adventure stories, humorous stories, and much more. This type of book has a call number of "F" and is located alphabetically by author's name within the fiction section.
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	Non-fiction books (Expository and Persuasive) are informational books written by credible authors. Nonfiction books explain how things work, tell facts about many different topics, and show us how to do various things.
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	Folktales are stories that have been passed down to us over the years by real people. There are many types of folktales, including fables, tall tales, myths, and fairy tales.    
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Fables are brief stories that teach a lesson or moral. The characters are usually animals, but they are given human characteristics. An example of a fable is "The Fox and the Grapes."

[image: image11.png]



Tall Tales are folktales that have a key element of exaggeration, such as Paul Bunyan.
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Fairy Tales usually have magical elements with characters that could be fairies, giants, or elves. Many times magical deeds are performed. Cinderella is an example of a fairy tale.
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Myths are stories that serve to explain some phenomenon of nature. Many incorporate gods and goddesses within the story. The story of King Midas is a myth.
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	Poetry books are those that include verses or poems. Poems may be humorous, serious, lyrical, or narrative (tells a story). Many poems have a rhythm and meter. Poems create imagery.
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	Biographies are histories of a person's life or parts of his/her life. A biography that is written by a person about his/her own life is called an autobiography.  Sometimes biographies of several people are grouped together within one book. These are called collective biographies.


    Literary Elements
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	Characters are people, animals, etc. in stories. The most important person in the story is the main character. Character traits show what a person is like and offer clues to a person's behavior and actions. 
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	Plot is the plan or pattern of events in a story. The turning point of a story is when an event happens that lets the reader know something is about to change. The climax of the story comes at the end, when the detail come together and form a resolution.
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	Point of View is a way of looking at things. Each story is told from a person's viewpoint. 
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	Setting is where and when a story takes place. Settings can change in different parts of the story. 
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	Theme is the main subject or idea of a book.


