Kinds of Literature


Literature is a broad term that encompasses almost everything we read, see, and hear. It helps to be able to break it down into categories, for ease of understanding and analysis. Back in ancient Greece, literature was divided into two main categories: tragedy and comedy. Nowadays the list of possible types and genres of literature can seem endless. Literature can be subdivided into various kinds according to various criteria. It can exist in oral (folklore) or written form; literary speech can be prosaic or poetic. Literature can be divided into fiction and non-fiction.


Non-fiction is a prose writing that presents and explains ideas or tells about real people, places, events. The main forms/genres of non-fiction are character sketch, journal, letters, memoirs, biography, essay etc. Non-fiction can be creative, such as the personal essay, or factual, such as the scientific paper. Sometimes the purpose of non-fiction is to tell a story (hence the autobiography), but most of the time the purpose is to pass on information and educate the reader about certain facts, ideas, and/or issues. Some genres of non-fiction include histories, textbooks, travel books, newspapers, self-help books, and literary criticism. Non-fiction is often used to support and expand students’ understanding of fiction texts – after reading “Hamlet” students might read critical articles about the play and historical information about the time period and/or the life of Shakespeare.


Fiction is writing that tells about imaginary characters and events. Therefore, fiction is not commonly expected to present only characters who are actual people or descriptions that are factually accurate. Fiction is regarded as the traditional opposite of non-fiction.


Poetry is often considered the oldest form of literature. Before writing was invented, oral stories were commonly put into some sort of poetic form to make them easier to remember and recite. Poetry today is usually written down, but is still sometimes performed. A lot of people think of rhymes and counting syllables and lines when they think of poetry, and some poems certainly follow strict forms. But other types of poetry are so free-form that they lack any rhymes or common patterns. There are even kinds of poetry that cross genre lines, such as prose poetry. In general, though, a text is a poem when it has some sort of meter or rhythm, and when it focuses on the way the syllables, words, and phrases sound when put together. Poems are heavy in imagery and metaphor, and are often made up of fragments and phrases rather than complete, grammatically correct sentences. And poetry is nearly always written in stanzas and lines, creating a unique look on the page. Often these are collected in books of poems by a single author or by a variety of writers. Edgar Allen Poe’s “The Raven," is one of the most commonly taught poems of this type. Then there are the classical, formulaic poems of Shakespeare’s time, such as the blank verse and the sonnet. And finally there are the ancient, epic poems transcribed from oral stories. These long, complex poems resemble novels, such as Homer’s “The Iliad”.

Prose can be defined as any kind of written text that isn’t poetry (which means drama, discussed below, is technically a type of prose). The most typical varieties of prose are novels and short stories, while other types include letters, diaries, journals, and non-fiction (discussed above). Prose is written in complete sentences and organized in paragraphs. Instead of focusing on sound, which is what poetry does, prose tends to focus on plot and characters. Any novel or short story falls into this category, from “Jane Eyre” to “Twilight”.  Like poetry, prose is broken down into a large number of other sub-genres. Some of these genres revolve around the structure of the text, such as novellas, biographies, and memoirs, and others are based on the subject matter, like romances, fantasies, and mysteries.

Drama. Any text meant to be performed rather than read can be considered drama. In layman’s terms, dramas are usually called plays. Plays consist mainly of dialogue with some stage directions. “Hamlet”, “Taming of the Shrew”, and “Romeo and Juliet” by William Shakespeare are example of a play.

As for short stories, they can be set anywhere and at any time; they can involve all kinds of characters and cover a vast range of themes. Classification of all short stories into types would be an extremely difficult thing to do, particularly with the best short stories, whose subtlety and thematic interest make them unique. However, the definition of the type of a story (sometimes called genre) might be of some help in the task of bringing forth its central ideas and the author’s message.


Psychological story, humour story, (auto)biography, science fiction, fantasy, horror story, love story, thriller, western, crime story, parable, romance, adventure story, detective story, historical fiction, fairy story, spy story, travelogue, folk-tale, tall tale, tear-jerker, whodunit, spine-chiller, ghost story, myth, anecdote, legend, joke, story with social significance, etc.

