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INTRODUCTION: THE ART OF
LITERARY EXPRESSION

Literature, in its boundless diversity, is
not merely about what is told but how it
is told. The “how” is what we call literary
style — the unique manner in which an
author arranges words, constructs
sentences, and employs rhetorical
devices to convey meaning, emotion,
and vision. Understanding the different
types of style in literature is essential
for readers who wish to appreciate the
nuances of a work, and for writers who
aim to develop their own voice. From the
stark simplicity of Ernest Hemingway to
the ornate complexity of James Joyce,
style shapes our experience of a text.
This article explores the major
categories of literary style, examining
the elements that define them and how
they function in various genres.

WHAT IS LITERARY STYLE? THE
FOUNDATION OF EXPRESSION

Before delving into the different types, it
is important to define style. In literary
terms, style refers to the characteristic
way an author uses language. It
encompasses diction (word choice),
syntax (sentence structure), tone
(attitude), imagery, figurative language,
and rhythm. Style can be analyzed at
the macro level (overall approach:
realistic, romantic, modern) or at the

micro level (specific choices within a
paragraph). The different types of
style in literature are often
categorized by the dominant mode of
expression — whether the text is
primarily narrative, descriptive,
persuasive, expository, or poetic.
However, in practice, most works blend
multiple styles.

Key elements that influence

include:

style

e Diction: Formal, informal,
colloquial, abstract, concrete.

e Syntax: Simple, complex,
periodic, fragmented.

e Tone: Serious, humorous, ironic,
melancholic.

* Figurative language: Metaphor,
simile, personification, symbolism.

* Rhetorical devices: Alliteration,
assonance, anaphora, hyperbole.

By examining these components, we can
categorize the broad spectrum of literary
styles into several recognizable types.

NARRATIVE STYLE: TELLING THE
STORY

The narrative style concerns how a story
is told — the voice, perspective, and
structure through which events unfold. It
is perhaps the most fundamental of the
different types of style in literature
because nearly every work of fiction
relies on a narrative approach.
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First-Person
Narrative Style

In first-person narration, the story is told
by a character using “I” or “we.” This
style creates intimacy and subjectivity,
allowing readers to experience events
through the narrator’s eyes. Classic
examples include J.D. Salinger’'s The
Catcher in the Rye (Holden Caulfield’s
colloquial, rebellious tone) and F. Scott
Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (Nick
Carraway’s reflective, sometimes
unreliable voice). The style can range
from confessional to observational.

Third-Person
Objective Style

Also called dramatic style, this narrator
reports only actions and dialogue
without entering characters’ minds. It is
detached and camera-like, often used in
short stories by Ernest Hemingway (e.qg.,
“Hills Like White Elephants”). The
absence of internal commentary forces
readers to infer meaning.

Third-Person
Omniscient Style

The narrator knows all thoughts,
feelings, and events across time and
space. This style allows for sweeping
commentary and moral judgment. Leo
Tolstoy’s War and Peace exemplifies this
— the narrator shifts between
characters, interspersing philosophical
reflections. This style can feel
authoritative but risks becoming
intrusive.

Stream-of-
Consciousness
Style

A modernist innovation, this style
attempts to capture the continuous flow
of thoughts, perceptions, and memories.
Syntax often becomes fragmented, and
punctuation may be minimal. Virginia
Woolf's Mrs Dalloway and James Joyce’s
Ulysses are prime examples. It is one of
the most challenging yet rewarding
different types of style in literature.

DESCRIPTIVE STYLE: PAINTING
WITH WORDS

Descriptive style prioritizes sensory
details — sight, sound, smell, touch,
taste — to create vivid imagery. It can
dominate a passage or be interspersed
with narrative. The goal is to immerse
the reader in a scene or evoke an
atmosphere. This style often relies
heavily on adjectives, adverbs, and
figurative language.

For instance, in The Great Gatsby,
Fitzgerald’s description of the “valley of
ashes” uses stark, almost grotesque
imagery: “a fantastic farm where ashes
grow like wheat.” In contrast, John
Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath uses
restrained, earthy descriptive style to
convey the Dust Bowl’'s harsh reality.
Effective descriptive writing can be
found in both fiction and non-fiction —
travel writing, nature essays, and
memoirs benefit greatly from this style.

Key techniques include:
e Similes and metaphors to

create vivid comparisons.
e Personification to give life to
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inanimate objects.
* Sensory language that appeals
to multiple senses.

EXPOSITORY STYLE: EXPLAINING
AND INFORMING

Expository style is the backbone of
academic writing, journalism, and non-
fiction. Its purpose is to inform, explain,
clarify, or define a topic. The tone is
usually objective, the structure logical,
and the language clear and precise.
Among the different types of style in
literature, expository writing is the
least ornamental, focusing on clarity
over flair. However, skilled authors can
make exposition engaging through well-
chosen examples and transitions.

Examples include textbook chapters,
scientific reports, and essays like George
Orwell’s “Shooting an Elephant.”
Expository style often uses:

e Definition to explain terms.

 Classification to break down
topics.

e Cause and effect to show
relationships.

e Comparison and contrast to
highlight differences.

In literature, expository passages appear
in novels that include historical
background or philosophical digressions
— for instance, the opening pages of A
Tale of Two Cities by Charles Dickens
use exposition to set the historical
context.

PERSUASIVE STYLE: CONVINCING
THE READER

Persuasive style aims to sway the
reader’s opinion, evoke an emotional
response, or spur action. It is prevalent
in speeches, editorials, opinion pieces,

and some forms of creative non-fiction.
Persuasive writers use rhetorical devices
such as ethos (ethical appeal), pathos
(emotional appeal), and logos (logical
appeal). When examining the different
types of style in literature,
persuasive style often overlaps with
argumentative writing but can also be
found in fiction — for example, in
passages where a character makes an
impassioned plea.

Classic examples include Martin Luther
King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech,
Winston Churchill’s wartime addresses,
and essays by George Orwell. In fiction,
the persuasive style appears in
courtroom scenes (Harper Lee’s To Kill a
Mockingbird) or political dialogues.
Writers employ repetition, rhetorical
questions, and vivid metaphors to
reinforce their points.

POETIC STYLE: RHYTHM AND
IMAGERY

Poetic style is not limited to poetry — it
can appear in prose when authors use
heightened language, meter, rhyme, and
concentrated imagery. This style
prioritizes aesthetic beauty and
emotional resonance over
straightforward communication. Among
the different types of style in
literature, poetic style is the most
musical and condensed.

In verse, poetic style varies widely from
the strict sonnets of Shakespeare to the
free verse of Walt Whitman or Emily
Dickinson’s compact quatrains. In prose,
poetic style appears in works like Oscar
Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (lush,
epigrammatic) or Toni Morrison’s
Beloved (lyrical, metaphoric). Elements
include:

¢ Alliteration, assonance, and



consonance for sound effects.

e Imagery and symbolism for
layered meaning.

e Line breaks and stanza
structures (in poetry).

e Repetition and parallelism for
rhythm.

Readers often respond emotionally to
poetic style because it appeals to the
senses and the subconscious.

DRAMATIC STYLE: DIALOGUE
AND ACTION

Dramatic style emphasizes dialogue,
monologue, and action, minimizing
narration and description. It is the
primary style of plays, but also appears
in fiction through dialog-heavy scenes.
The author’s presence recedes, allowing
characters to reveal themselves through
speech and behavior.

In drama, dramatic style is essential:
think of the rapid-fire exchanges in
Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman or
the witty banter in Oscar Wilde's The
Importance of Being Earnest. In novels,
authors like ElImore Leonard (>em>Get
Shorty) or Ernest Hemingway use
dialogue to drive the story, with sparse
attribution and minimal description. The
power of dramatic style lies in subtext —
what characters say versus what they
mean.

COLLOQUIAL AND VERNACULAR
STYLE: AUTHENTIC VOICE

Colloquial style mimics everyday speech,
using slang, regional dialects,
contractions, and informal grammar.
This style creates a sense of realism and
intimacy, often representing a specific
community or subculture. Among the
different types of style in literature,
colloquial style is especially valued in

modern and postmodern works for its
authenticity.

Notable examples include Mark Twain’s
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn,
which uses vernacular dialogue to
capture the voice of a young boy from
the American South. More recently,
Irvine Welsh’s Trainspotting employs
Scottish dialect, and Junot Diaz's The
Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao blends
English and Spanish slang. Colloquial
style can be challenging to read but
offers a direct connection to character
and setting.

FORMAL AND ORNATE STYLE:
ELEVATING LANGUAGE

At the opposite end of the spectrum lies
formal or ornate style, characterized by
complex sentence structures, elevated
diction, and elaborate rhetorical
flourishes. This style is often associated
with classical literature, academic
essays, and ceremonial speeches.
Writers like John Milton (Paradise Lost),
Edward Gibbon (The History of the
Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire),
and Thomas De Quincey use this style to
convey grandeur and authority.

In contemporary literature, formal style
appears sparingly, often for specific
effects — for example, in the stately
prose of Cormac McCarthy’s The Road
(which uses archaic biblical rhythms) or
the dense sentences of David Foster
Wallace. While ornate style can feel
archaic, it remains powerful for creating
a sense of timelessness or seriousness.

MINIMALIST STYLE: THE POWER
OF BREVITY

Minimalist style strips language to its
essentials. Sentences are short,
adjectives and adverbs are scarce, and
description is sparse. The effect is stark,
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sometimes haunting, allowing readers to
infer deeper meanings from what is left
unsaid. This style gained prominence in
the 20th century with writers like Ernest
Hemingway, whose “lceberg Theory”
suggests that the deeper story lies
beneath the surface.

Raymond Carver’s short stories
epitomize minimalism — ordinary
characters, simple language, yet
charged with emotion. In poetry,
minimalism appears in haiku and the
work of writers like William Carlos
Williams (The Red Wheelbarrow).
Minimalist style requires precision: every
word must earn its place.

EXPERIMENTAL AND AVANT-
GARDE STYLE

Experimental style deliberately breaks

conventional rules of grammar,
structure, and narrative. Authors play
with typography, nonlinear timelines,
multiple perspectives, and even visual
elements. This is one of the most
innovative different types of style in
literature, challenging readers to
engage actively with the text.

Examples include James Joyce's
Finnegans Wake (with its dreamlike
language and puns), Julio Cortazar's
Hopscotch (which allows readers to
choose chapter order), and Mark Z.
Danielewski’s House of Leaves (with its
footnotes, colored text, and labyrinthine
layout). Experimental style can be
alienating but opens new possibilities for
storytelling.

BLENDING STYLES




