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UNDERSTANDING THE
RESOLUTION IN STORYTELLING

Every compelling narrative follows a
recognizable arc. Characters encounter
challenges, tensions rise to a climax, and
then the story begins to wind down. This
final phase, where loose ends are tied
and the narrative finds its closing
balance, is known as the resolution. For
writers and readers alike, grasping what
the resolution of a story entails is
essential for creating or appreciating a
satisfying narrative experience. The
resolution, sometimes called the
denouement, is not merely an ending - it
is the moment when the story’s central
conflict is resolved and the characters,
and the audience, can finally take a
breath.

But what is the resolution of a story in
practical terms? It is the section of the
plot that occurs after the climax. In
classical narrative structures, such as
Freytag’s Pyramid, the resolution follows
the falling action and leads to the story’s
definitive conclusion. This part of the
narrative answers the lingering
guestions, reveals the fate of the
characters, and often delivers the
emotional or thematic payoff that the
entire plot has been building toward.

THE ROLE OF THE RESOLUTION
IN NARRATIVE STRUCTURE

To fully appreciate what the resolution of
a story does, it helps to place it within

the broader context of story structure.
Most narratives move through a series of
stages:

e Exposition: Introduces
characters, setting, and initial
situation.

e Rising Action: Builds tension
through conflicts and
complications.

e Climax: The turning point, where
the central conflict reaches its
peak.

e Falling Action: The immediate
aftermath of the climax, where
consequences unfold.

» Resolution: The final outcome,
where the story reaches closure.

The resolution is the narrative’s final
beat. It shows how the characters have
changed, what they have learned, and
how the world of the story is restored (or
transformed) after the upheaval of the
climax. Without a resolution, a story
feels incomplete, leaving readers with
unanswered questions and a sense of
dissatisfaction.

HOW THE RESOLUTION DIFFERS
FROM THE CLIMAX

A common point of confusion for many
readers is the difference between the
climax and the resolution. The climax is
the moment of highest tension - the
decisive confrontation, the revelation, or
the choice that determines the story’s
outcome. The resolution, on the other
hand, deals with the aftermath. If the
climax is the explosion, the resolution is
the settling of the dust. For example, in
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a mystery novel, the climax might be the
detective revealing the killer’'s identity.
The resolution then shows the killer
being arrested, the detective reflecting
on the case, and the community
beginning to heal.

Understanding what the resolution of a
story provides is crucial: it offers
emotional closure. It allows readers to
see the consequences of the climax and
to understand how the story’s themes
come together. A powerful resolution
can elevate a good story to a great one,
leaving a lasting impression.

TYPES OF RESOLUTIONS IN
FICTION

Not all resolutions look the same.
Depending on the genre, the author’s
intent, and the tone of the story, the
resolution can take various forms. Here
are some common types:

Closed
Resolution

In a closed resolution, every major plot
line is resolved. The reader knows
exactly what will happen to the
characters, and all questions are
answered. This type is common in
mysteries, romance novels with happy
endings, and many classic fairy tales. A
closed resolution provides maximum
satisfaction and a sense of finality.

Open Resolution

An open resolution leaves certain
aspects ambiguous. While the central
conflict is resolved, some character fates
or thematic implications remain
uncertain. This approach is often used in
literary fiction or psychological thrillers

to provoke thought and discussion. An
open resolution invites readers to
interpret the ending for themselves.

Bittersweet
Resolution

This type blends positive and negative
outcomes. The protagonist may achieve
their goal but suffer a significant loss.
Bittersweet resolutions feel realistic and
emotionally complex. They honor the
journey of the characters by
acknowledging that victory often comes
with a price.

Twist Resolution

Sometimes the resolution offers a final
surprise that recontextualizes the entire
story. A twist resolution can change the
reader’s understanding of the plot,
characters, or theme. When done well, it
is memorable and impactful, when done
poorly, it can feel cheap or forced.

WHY THE RESOLUTION MATTERS
FOR READERS AND WRITERS

For writers, understanding what the
resolution of a story should accomplish is
a key skill. The resolution is the last
thing a reader experiences, and it colors
their entire perception of the story. A
weak resolution can ruin a brilliant build-
up, while a strong resolution can redeem
a flawed journey. Here are several
reasons why the resolution is so
important:

1. Emotional Payoff: Readers invest
time and emotion in a story. The
resolution delivers the payoff that
makes that investment
worthwhile.
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2. Thematic Clarity: The resolution
often crystallizes the story’s
central theme. It shows what the
characters have learned and what
the author wants to say.

3. Character Arc Completion: The
resolution demonstrates how the
protagonist has changed. It
provides the final proof of their
growth or decline.

4. Reader Satisfaction: A proper
resolution gives readers a sense of
closure, even in stories with open
or bittersweet endings. It signals
that the narrative is complete on
its own terms.

ELEMENTS OF AN EFFECTIVE
RESOLUTION

What makes for a strong resolution?
While every story is unique, most
effective  resolutions share certain
qualities:

e Consistency: The resolution
should grow naturally from the
events and character choices that
preceded it. Deus ex machina
endings, where an external force
solves everything, often feel
unsatisfying.

 Emotional Resonance: Whether
happy, sad, or ambiguous, the
resolution should evoke genuine
emotion. It should feel earned, not
arbitrary.

e Closure (or Intentional
Ambiguity): The resolution must
signal that the story is over. Even
open endings need to feel
deliberate, not incomplete.

» Reflection of Theme: The best
resolutions illustrate what the
story was truly about. They tie
back to the central idea or lesson.

EXAMPLES FROM CLASSIC AND
MODERN LITERATURE

To better understand what the resolution
of a story looks like in practice, consider
these examples:

The Great
Gatsby by F.
Scott Fitzgerald

The resolution of The Great Gatsby
follows the climax - Gatsby’s death. In
the falling action and resolution, Nick
Carraway reflects on Gatsby’s dream
and the emptiness of the American
Dream. The final lines (“So we beat on,
boats against the current, borne back
ceaselessly into the past”) provide a
philosophical, bittersweet close that
deepens the novel’s themes.

Harry Potter and
the Deathly
Hallows by J.K.
Rowling

The resolution of the Harry Potter series
is a classic closed resolution. After the
final battle, we see the characters as
adults, sending their own children to
Hogwarts. Every major plot thread -
from the Elder Wand’s fate to the
characters’ relationships - is resolved,
offering fans a satisfying, heartwarming
conclusion.




1984 by George
Orwell

Orwell chooses a bleak, open resolution.
After Winston’s torture and betrayal, the
final line - “He loved Big Brother” -
provides a devastating sense of tragic
closure. There is no redemption; the
totalitarian system has won. The
resolution leaves readers with a chilling
message about power and control.

COMMON MISTAKES WHEN
WRITING RESOLUTIONS

Aspiring writers often struggle with
crafting the perfect resolution. Here are
some pitfalls to avoid:

e Rushing the Ending: Spending
too little time on the resolution can
make the story feel abrupt.
Readers need a moment to
process the climax.

e Over-Explaining: On the other
hand, dragging out the resolution
with excessive exposition or
moralizing can bore the reader.
Trust the story to speak for itself.

e Ignoring Character Arcs: The
resolution must reflect how the
characters have changed. If a
character does not evolve, the
resolution may feel hollow.

e Unresolved Conflicts: While
some loose ends can be left for
sequels, the central conflict of the
story should be addressed.
Leaving major questions
unanswered can frustrate readers.

HOW TO IDENTIFY THE
RESOLUTION IN ANY STORY

Whether you are a student analyzing a

text or a reader trying to appreciate a
novel more deeply, you can spot the
resolution by asking these questions:

1. What is the final outcome of the
main conflict?

2. How do the characters react after
the climax?

3. What is the final scene or final
lines of the story about?

4. Does the story end with a sense of
closure, ambiguity, or a twist?

Once you answer these, you will have a
clear picture of the resolution’s role in
the narrative.

THE RESOLUTION IN DIFFERENT
MEDIA

While the term “resolution” is most often
used in literature, it applies to film,
television, video games, and even oral
storytelling. In movies, the resolution
typically occurs after the final action
sequence, showing the characters
returning to normalcy. In episodic
television, each episode may have its
own mini-resolution, while season finales
offer larger ones. Interactive media like
video games often give players choices
that affect the resolution, adding a layer
of agency.

CRAFTING YOUR OWN STRONG
RESOLUTION

If you are a writer seeking to improve
your storytelling, focus on the core
narrative question your story raises. The
resolution should answer that question,
directly or indirectly. Begin with the
aftermath of the climax and gradually
release the tension. Show the new
normal for your characters, and allow a
moment of reflection. Use the resolution
to echo your opening scenes, creating a
sense of symmetry. Most importantly,
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stay true to your characters. A resolution
that forces characters to act out of
character will always feel false.

CONCLUSION

The resolution of a story is far more than
a simple “happily ever after.” It is the
narrative’s final act of meaning-making -
the moment when the journey of the
characters finds its emotional and

thematic destination. Whether closed or
open, happy or bittersweet, a well-
crafted resolution provides the closure
that readers crave and the artistic
statement that elevates a plot into a
story worth remembering. By
understanding what the resolution of a
story is, both writers and readers can
appreciate the delicate art of ending a
narrative with grace, impact, and truth.



