Glossary of Literary Terms

Abstract: Describes a word or phrase that refers to an idea rather than a concrete object or thing (which would be called literal). Liberty, prejudice, love, and freedom are examples of abstract concepts.

Action: What happens in a story; the events or conflicts. If the action is well organized, it will develop into a pattern or plot.

Allegory: A story in which people, things, and actions represent an idea or generalization about life; allegories often have a strong moral or lesson. For example, in Spenser’s The Faerie Queen, the Red Cross Knight is a heroic knight in the literal narrative, but also represents the ordinary human in the Christian journey.

Alliteration: The repetition of consonant sounds at the beginning of adjacent or closely connected words in a line of poetry.
Allusion: A reference in literature to a familiar person, place, thing, or event.

Analogy: A comparison of two or more similar objects so as to suggest that if they are alike in certain respects, they will probably be alike in other ways as well.

Anecdote: A short summary of a funny or humorous event.

Antagonist: The person or thing working against the protagonist or hero of the work. When this is a person, he is usually the villain.

Anaphora: The repetition of a word or phrase at the beginning of successive clauses.
Apostrophe: An emotional address to a person or thing not literally listening. 

Apotheosis: The elevation of a character (usually a hero) to the status of a god or deity. Joseph Campbell includes this as the fifth step in the Initiation Phase of the hero’s journey. When someone dies a physical death, or dies in body to live in spirit, he or she moves beyond the pairs of opposites to a state of divine knowledge, love, compassion, and bliss. This is a god-like state; the person is in heaven and beyond all strife. A more mundane way of looking at this step is that it is a period of rest, peace, and fulfillment before the hero begins the return.

Archaic: Describes words that are old-fashioned and no longer sound natural when used, such as “I believe thee not” for “I don’t believe you.” (see diction)
Aside: A line spoken by an actor to the audience but not intended for others on stage.
Assonance: repetition of a vowel sound in a line of poetry.

Autobiography: An author’s account or story of his/her own life.
Backdrop Setting: A setting this is relatively unimportant to the plot.

Ballad: A poem that tells a story and usually rhymes every other line.

Bard: A poet, traditionally one reciting epics and associated with a particular oral tradition.

Bias: An attitude or tendency to favor one thing over another.

Biography: The story of a person’s life written by another person.

Blank Verse: An unrhymed form of poetry that normally consists of ten syllables in which every other syllable, beginning with the second, is stressed.

Burlesque: (see parody)
Caesura: A pause or sudden break in a line of poetry.

Canon: A list of literary works considered to be permanently established as being scared or of the highest quality.

Canto: A division of a long poem.

Cause and Effect: Events in a story are linked; one event leads to another.

Character: A person in a story or poem.

Character Foil: Another character in the story, sometimes a sidekick, who is there to illuminate or reflect the characteristics of the protagonist.

Characterization: The method an author uses to reveal or describe his characters and their various personalities. This can be done through a variety of ways, such as description of appearance, dialogue, behavior, other characters’ reactions or thoughts, or first-person narration.

Cliché: A word or phrase so overused that it is no longer effective in most writing situations, as in “I slept like a log” or “as busy as a bee.”

Climax: The high point or turning point in a work, usually the most emotionally intense point.

Colloquialism: An expression that is usually accepted in informal writing or speaking but not in a formal situation, as in “Hey, man, what’s happenin’?” (See diction)

Comedy: Literature dealing with comic or serious subject matter in life in a light, humorous, or satiric manner. In comedy, human errors or problems appear funny.

Concrete: (adj.) Describes a word that refers to an object that can be heard, seen, felt, tasted, or smelled. Wall, desk, car, and cow are examples of concrete objects.

Conflict: The struggle between the protagonist and an opposing force; the “problem” in a story that triggers the action. There are five basic types of conflict:

· Man vs. Man: One character in a story has a problem with one or more of the other characters.

· Man vs. Society: A character has a conflict or problem with some element of society—the school, the law, the accepted way of doing things, and so on.

· Man vs. Himself: A character has trouble deciding what to do in a particular situation.

· Man vs. Nature: A character has a problem with some natural happening: a snowstorm, an avalanche, the bitter cold, or any of the common elements of nature.

· Man vs. Fate (God): A character has to battle what seems to be an uncontrollable problem. Whenever the problem seems to be a strange or unbelievable coincidence, fate can be considered as the cause of the conflict.

Connotation: The emotions or feelings a word can arouse, such as the negative or bad feeling associated with the word pig or the positive or good feeling associated with the word love.

Context: The environment of a word; that is, the words, sentences, and paragraphs that surround a particular word and help to determine or deepen its meaning.

Crisis: The moment when the character faces a harsh situation or when the character is faced with his/her internal conflict and realizes she/he must make a decision.

Cycle: A series of songs, stories, plays, or poems composed around a particular theme and usually intended to be performed or read in sequence.

denotation: The literal or dictionary meaning of a word. (See connotation)

Denouement: (see resolution)

Dialogue: The conversation carried on by the characters in a literary work.

Diction: An author’s choice and arrangement of words based on their correctness, clearness, or effectiveness. It is comprised of vocabulary and syntax. (See archaic, colloquialism, jargon, profanity, slang)

Direct Characterization: When the author explicitly tells the reader about the character, such as, “Helen is intelligent.”

Drama: The form of literature known as plays; but drama also refers to the type of serious play that is often concerned with the leading character’s relationship to society rather than with some tragic flaw within his personality.

Dramatic Monologue: A piece of spoken verse that offers great insight into the feelings of the speaker. Not to be confused with a soliloquy in a play (which the character speaking speaks to themselves), a dramatic monologue suggests there are listeners or even other characters in the speaker’s presence, though they remain silent.

Dynamic Character: A character that is altered is some way by the end of the story. (see static character for contrast)

Eclogue: A short poem about country life. (see pastoral)
Elegy: A formal poem mourning the death of a certain individual.

Enjambment: Running over of a sentence or thought from one verse or line to another.

Epic: A long poem, typically one derived from ancient oral tradition, narrating the deeds and adventures of heroic or legendary figures or the history of a nation.

Epigraph: A short quotation or saying at the beginning of a book or chapter, intended to suggest its theme.

Epithet: An adjective or descriptive phrase expressing a quality characteristic of the person or thing mentioned. (e.g., swift-footed Achilles; Zeus, father of gods and men)

Exclamation: A sudden cry or shout that conveys extreme emotion.

Exposition: How things are before the action of a story starts.

External Conflict: Conflict that exists outside the character. It involves person vs. nature, person vs. person, person vs. society, person vs. fate, person vs. monster, or sometimes a combination.

Falling Action: The action that occurs after the climax.

First Person: When the story is told through the point of view of one character. The character uses the pronoun “I” when narrating the story, and we are limited only to what this character knows. (see point of view)

Flat Character: A character is never fully developed.

Foot: Unit of meter that denotes the combination of stressed and unstressed syllables. (See verse.)

Frame Story: A story told within a story. A narrative structure that provides a setting and exposition for the main narrative in a novel. Often, a narrator will describe where he found the manuscript of the novel (e.g., The Scarlet Letter) or where he heard someone tell the story he is about to relate (e.g., A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court). The frame helps control the reader’s perception of the work, and has been used in the pas to help give credibility to the main section of the novel, though the implication or claim that the novel represents a true account of events, written by someone other than the author.

Free Verse: Poetry that does not have a regular meter or rhyme scheme.

Foil: (see character foil)

Genre: A category of literature characterized by similarities in form, style, or subject matter, such as tragedy, comedy, science fiction, epic, essay, mystery, biography, or lyric poetry.

Gothic: A genre of literature characterized by supernatural horrors and an atmosphere of unknown terror pervades the action. The setting is often a dark, mysterious castle or mansion, where ghosts and sinister humans roam menacingly.

Haiku: A form of Japanese poetry comprised of three lines: the first line has five syllables, the second has seven syllables, and the third has five syllables. The subject of the haiku has traditionally been nature.

Hyperbole: An exaggerated statement or claim not meant to be taken literally.

Imagery: Language that appeals to the five senses (sight, sound, taste, touch, smell).

Indirect Characterization: When the character is revealed through his/her actions and words, such as, “Helen’s hair was gray; her face marked by deep lines and sagging skin. Her once vibrant eyes had gone dull from knowing only years of hard work and many disappointments.” (see direct characterization for contrast)

Integral Setting: Setting that is essential to the plot.

Internal Conflict: The conflict a person has within himself or herself, which can be emotional, psychological, moral, spiritual, etc. These are the moral dilemmas, personal traumas, inner turmoil, or psychological problems that complicate a person’s ability to overcome a challenge, make a critical decision, or succeed in a journey.

Internal Rhyme: Occurs when the rhyming words appear in the same line of poetry.

Irony: The contrast between what is expected and what actually happens; the difference between appearance and reality.

Juxtaposition: Placing ideas, characters, settings, or objects side by side to emphasize the difference between them.

Lyric: A short verse that is intended to express the emotions of the author; quite often these lyrics are set to music.

Metaphor: A comparison of two unlike objects to show a likeness between them.

Meter: The repetition of stressed and unstressed syllables in a line of poetry. (See foot). In English poetry, the most common meters are:

· Iambic: a foot consisting of an unaccented and accented syllable. Shakespeare often uses iambic, for example the beginning of Hamlet's speech (the accented syllables are italicized), "To be or not to be. Listen for the accents in this line from Marlowe, "Come live with me and be my love." English seems to fall naturally into iambic patterns, for it is the most common meter in English.

· Trochaic: a foot consisting of an accented and unaccented syllable. Longfellow's Hiawatha uses this meter, which can quickly become singsong (the accented syllable is italicized):

 "By the shores of GitcheGumee

  By the shining Big-Sea-water."

· Anapestic: a foot consisting of two unaccented syllables and an accented syllable. These lines from Shelley's Cloud are anapestic:

  "Like a child from the womb, like a ghost from the tomb
   I arise and unbuild it again." 

· Dactylic: a foot consisting of an accented syllable and two unaccented syllables, as in these words: swimingly, mannikin, openly.

· Spondee: a foot consisting of two accented syllables, as in the word heartbreak. In English, this foot is used occasionally, for variety or emphasis.

· Pyrrhic: a foot consisting of two unaccented syllables, generally used to vary the rhythm.

Motif: Any reoccurring character, incident, idea, or structure in literature, such as a hero saving a damsel in distress, society vs. nature, or the loss of innocence. As a literary device, motifs are used to communicate themes.

Mood: The overall feeling or emotional atmosphere of a story. A story or scene can feel creepy, suspenseful, cheerful, sad, etc.

Myth: Any story that attempts to explain how the world was created or why the world is the way that it is. Myths are stories that are passed on from generation to generation and normally involve religion. M.H. Abram refers to myths as a “religion in which we no longer believe.” Most myths were first spread by oral tradition and then were written down in some literary form. Many ancient literary works are, in fact, myths as myths appear in every ancient culture of the planet. For example you can find them in ethnological tales, fairy tales as well as epics. A good example of a myth is The Book of Genesis, which recounts tales of the creation of the universe, the Earth and mankind.

Ode: A lyric poem written to someone or something. It is serious and elevated in tone. (See lyric, tone)

Onomatopoeia: The use of a word whose sound suggests its meaning, as in clang, buzz,, and twang.

Paradox: A statement that at first seems contradictory but turns out to have a profound meaning, such as this line from Robert Frost: “Nature’s first green is gold.” Green is not gold, yet gold is symbolic of something great or valuable.

Parallelism: Repeating of phrases or sentences that are similar, parallel in meaning and structure, as with “of the people, by the people, and for the people.”

Parody: A literary form intended to mock a particular literary work or its style. A burlesque, or comic effect, is created.

Pastoral: A poem or literary work portraying or evoking country life, usually in a romanticized or idealized form.
Pathos: A Greek root meaning suffering or passion. It is usually applied to the part in the play or story intended to bring out pity or sorrow from the audience or reader.
Persona: In literature, the persona is the narrator, or the storyteller, of a literary work created by the author. The persona is not the author, but the author’s creation—the voice “through which the author speaks.” It could be a character in the work, or a fabricated onlooker, relaying the sequence of events in a narrative.

Personification: Giving human attributes to a non-human creature or thing.

Plot: The action in a story. It is usually a series of related events that builds and grows as the story develops. There are five basic parts or elements in a plot, which make up a plotline: exposition, rising action, climax, falling action, and resolution.

Plotline: The five basic parts or elements in a plot. (see plot)

Point of View: A way the events of a story are conveyed to the reader, it is the “vantage point” from which the narrative is passed from author to the reader. The point of view can vary from work to work. For example, in the Book of Genesis the objective third person point of view is presented, where a “nonparticipant” serves as the narrator and has no insight into the characters' minds. The narrator presents the events using the pronouns he, it, they, and reveals no inner thoughts of the characters. In Edgar Allan Poe’s short story “The Cask of Amontillado,” the first person point of view is exhibited. In this instance the main character conveys the incidents he encounters, as well as giving the reader insight into himself as he reveals his thoughts, feelings, and intentions. Many other points of view exist, such as omniscient (or “all knowing”) in which the narrator “moves from one character to another as necessary” to provide those character’s respective motivations and emotions. Understanding the point of view used in a work is critical to understanding literature; it serves as the instrument to relay the events of a story, and in some instances the feelings and motives of the character(s). (see first person, second person, third person limited, third person objective, third person omniscient)

Poetry: Language that reflects imagination, emotion, and thinking in verse form.

Protagonist: The main character or lead figure in a novel, play, story, or poem. It may also be referred to as the "hero" of a work. Over a period of time the meaning of the term protagonist has changed. The word protagonist originated in ancient Greek drama and referred to the leader of a chorus. Soon the definition was changed to represent the first actor onstage. In some literature today it may be difficult to decide who is playing the role of the protagonist. For instance, in Othello, we could say that Iago is the protagonist because he was at the center of all of the play's controversy. But even if he was a main character, was he the lead character? This ambiguity can lead to multiple interpretations of the same work and different ways of appreciating a single piece of literature.
Pun: A joke exploiting the different possible meanings of a word or the fact that there are words that sound alike but have different meanings. (e.g., “The pigs were a squeal—if you’ll forgive the pun.)
Repetition: Repeating of a word or idea for emphasis.

Resolution: The way a story ends and all the loose ends are tied up. Also called denouement.

Rhetoric: The art of effective or persuasive speaking or writing.

Rhetorical Question: A question that has no expectation of a reply or answer, used as a persuasive technique.

Rising Action: The sequence of conflicts and crises that lead to a climax.

Romance: An extended fictional prose narrative about improbable events involving characters that are quite different from ordinary people. Knights on a quest for a magic sword and aided by characters like fairies and trolls would be examples of things found in romance fiction.

Round Character: A character that is fully developed.

Satire: A literary mode based on criticism of people and society through ridicule. The satirist aims to reduce the practices attacked by laughing scornfully at them—and being witty enough to allow the reader to laugh, also. Ridicule, irony, exaggeration, and several other techniques are almost always present. The satirist may insert serious statements of value or desired behavior, but most often he relies on an implicit moral code, understood by his audience and paid lip service by them. The satirist's goal is to point out the hypocrisy of his target in the hope that either the target or the audience will return to a real following of the code. Thus, satire is inescapably moral even when no explicit values are promoted in the work, for the satirist works within the framework of a widely spread value system. Many of the techniques of satire are devices of comparison, to show the similarity or contrast between two things. A list of incongruous items, an oxymoron, metaphors, and so forth are examples.

Science Fiction: A novel in which futuristic technology or otherwise altered scientific principles contribute in a significant way to the adventures. Often the novel assumes a set of rules or principles or facts and then traces their logical consequences in some form. For example, given that a man discovers how to make himself invisible, what might happen? Examples: H. G. Wells, The Invisible Man; Aldous Huxley, Brave New World; Arthur C. Clarke, 2001: A Space Odyssey; Ray Bradbury, The Martian Chronicles
Second Person: When the author speaks directly to the reader, such as “You should note, dear reader, that….” (see point of view)

Setting: The total environment for the action of a fictional work. Setting includes time period (such as the 1890's), the place (such as downtown Warsaw), the historical milieu (such as during the Crimean War), as well as the social, political, and perhaps even spiritual realities. The setting is usually established primarily through description, though narration is used also.

Simile: A comparison of two unlike objects using “like” or “as.”
Soliloquy: A (usually long) dramatic speech whereby a character relates his/her thoughts and feelings without addressing any of the other characters, giving the illusion of an unspoken reflection. Soliloquies will often occur with no other characters on the stage, though it is not unusual for other actors to be present; regardless, the idea is that the audience is getting a peek into the inner thoughts of the speaking character. A soliloquy is not the same as a monologue or an aside.
Sonnet: A fourteen-line poem, usually in iambic pentameter, with a varied rhyme scheme. The two main types of sonnet are the Petrarchan (or Italian) and the Shakespearean.

· The Petrarchan Sonnet is divided into two main sections, the octave (first eight lines) and the sestet (last six lines). The octave presents a problem or situation which is then resolved or commented on in the sestet. The most common rhyme scheme is A-B-B-A A-B-B-A C-D-E C-D-E, though there is flexibility in the sestet, such as C-D-C D-C-D.

· The Shakespearean Sonnet, (perfected though not invented by Shakespeare), contains three quatrains and a couplet, with more rhymes (because of the greater difficulty finding rhymes in English). The most common rhyme scheme is A-B-A-B C-D-C-D E-F-E-F G-G. In Shakespeare, the couplet often undercuts the thought created in the rest of the poem.

Static Character: A character that doesn’t change over the course of the story. Also called a flat character. (see dynamic character for contrast)

Style: An author’s distinctive voice; the manner of expression of a particular writer, produced by choice of words, grammatical structures, use of literary devices, and all the possible parts of language use. Some general styles might include scientific, ornate, plain, emotive. Most writers have their own particular styles.

Subplot: A subordinate or minor collection of events in a novel or drama. Most subplots have some connection with the main plot, acting as foils to, commentary on, complications of, or support to the theme of, the main plot. Sometimes two opening subplots merge into a main plot.

Symbol: In general terms, a symbol is anything that stands for something else. It is something that on the surface is its literal self but which also has another meaning or even several meanings. For example, a sword may be a sword and also symbolize justice. A symbol may be said to embody an idea. There are two general types of symbols: universal symbols that embody universally recognizable meanings wherever used, such as light to symbolize knowledge, a skull to symbolize death, etc., and constructed symbols that are given symbolic meaning by the way an author uses them in a literary work, as the white whale becomes a symbol of evil in Moby Dick.

Theme: The message or reoccurring idea of a literary work; the universal truth of a story. A theme is a thought or idea the author presents to the reader that may be deep, difficult to understand, or even moralistic. Generally, a theme has to be extracted as the reader explores the passages of a work. The author uses the characters, plot, and other literary devices to assist the reader in this endeavor.

Third Person limited: When the story is seen through the eyes of one particular character. The narrator reveals only one character’s inner thoughts and is not a character in the story himself. (see point of view)

Third Person objective: When the author uses “he” or “she” to refer to the character. The author states only what can be seen; not what’s in characters’ minds. (see point of view)

Third Person omniscient: When the story is told through the point of view of an all-knowing (i.e., omniscient) narrator who supplies more information about all of the characters and events than any one character could know. The narrator knows the thoughts and feelings of all the characters. (see point of view)

Tone: The writer's attitude toward his readers and his subject; his mood or moral view. A writer can be formal, informal, playful, ironic, and especially, optimistic or pessimistic.

Tragedy: Broadly defined, a literary and particularly a dramatic presentation of serious actions in which the chief character has a disastrous fate. There are many different kinds and theories of tragedy, starting with the Greeks and Aristotle's definition in The Poetics, "the imitation of an action that is serious and also, as having magnitude, complete in itself...with incidents arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accomplish its catharsis of such emotions." In the Middle Ages, tragedy merely depicted a decline from happiness to misery because of some flaw or error of judgment.

Travesty: A work that treats a serious subject frivolously—ridiculing the dignified. Often the tone is mock serious and heavy handed.

Unreliable Narrator: One who gives his or her own understanding of a story, instead of the explanation and interpretation the author wishes the audience to obtain. This type of action tends to alter the audience’s opinion of the conclusion. An author quite famous for using unreliable narrators is Henry James. James is said to make himself an inconsistent and distorting “center of consciousness” in his work, because of his frequent usage of deluding or deranged narrators. They are very noticeable in his novella The Turn of the Screw, and also in his short story, “The Aspern Papers.” The Turn of the Screw is a story based solely on the consistency of the Governess’s description of the events that happen. Being aware of unreliable narrators are essential, especially when you have to describe the characters and their actions to others, since the narrator, unreliable as they are, abandons you without the important guidance to make trustworthy judgments.

Verisimiliture: How fully the characters and actions in a work of fiction conform to our sense of reality. To say that a work has a high degree of verisimilitude means that the work is very realistic and believable—it is "true to life."

Verse: Writing arranged with a metrical rhythm. A verse can also refer to a group of lines that form a unit in a poem. Identification of verse structure includes the name of the metrical type and the name designating number of feet:

· Monometer: 1 foot

· Dimeter: 2 feet

· Trimeter: 3 feet

· Tetrameter: 4 feet

· Pentameter: 5 feet

· Hexameter: 6 feet

· Heptameter: 7 feet

· Octameter: 8 feet

· Nonameter: 9 feet

Western: A novel set in the western United States featuring the experiences of cowboys and frontiersmen. Many are little more than adventure novels or even pulp fiction, but some have literary value.
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