Literary Terms for American Literature Honors

ALLEGORY:  A literary work with two or more levels of meaning—one literal level and one or more symbolic levels. The events, settings, characters, and objects in an allegory stand for something else, and can be interpreted on a continuously symbolic level. In one sense, all literature is allegorical.


Example: Pilgrim’s Progress by John Bunyan, in which the character Christian represents Everyman on a journey to salvation.


Example: Plato, "The Allegory of the Cave," The Republic, which is an allegory to learning and inquiry.


ALLITERATION:  The repetition of initial consonant sounds.


Example:  Sally sells seashells.


ALLUSION:  A reference to a well-known historical or literary figure, place, event, literary work, or work of art. Popular sources of allusions used by western writers include the Bible, Greek and Roman mythology, historical and political events, Shakespeare, and other materials with which the writer assumes his or her audience is familiar.  Obscure allusions are those that are no longer understood or even recognized by a reading or listening audience. Allusions please readers by reminding them of a pertinent story or figure, provide analogies to help readers understand new or difficult situations, and enable writers to communicate ideas concisely through a shared cultural "shorthand."  Allusions also help define reading communities.


Example:  Macbeth, by William Shakespeare, in which “Bellona’s Bridegroom” in Act I refers to Bellona, a Greek goddess of war.


AMBIGUITY:   The capacity of a text to be interpreted in different ways, uncertainty about what is intended in a text.  Since the critic William Empson published his influential Seven Types of Ambiguity (1930), ambiguity in a text, and especially in poetry, has been valued as a positive literary quality.  


Example:  In Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë, Mr. Rochester asks Jane to marry him, but it is unclear as to whether he is actually asking her or in fact referring to another woman.


ANACHRONISM:  A reference to something that did not yet exist or an event that had not yet occurred during the time being described. 


Example:  T.H. White, The Once and Future King.  Merlin calls for an umbrella, which had not yet been invented at the time the novel took place.
*ANAPHORA:  (an AF or ah) The repetition of the same word or group of words at the beginning of successive lines or poetry or successive clauses in prose.


Example:  


This royal throne of kings, this sceptred isle, 


This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars, 


This other Eden, demi-paradise, 


This fortress built by Nature for herself 


—John of Gaunt in Shakespeare's Richard II (2.1.40-43)


ANECDOTE: A brief story, usually with a specific point or moral.


Example: The Tortoise and the Hare. The classic example of slow and steady wins the race.  The story advocates patience.


ANTAGONIST: A person or a force arrayed against the protagonist (q.v.).  Antagonists may be people, things, conventions of society, or traits of the protagonist’s own character.  Originally, “antagonist” was the name given to the second speaking character in Greek tragedy; Aeschylus was the first tragedian to include an antagonist in his plays.


Example:  Merlin in Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court.


ANTECEDENT:  A prior example, predecessor work, or precursor.  Literary works are often influenced by earlier works and may have many antecedents. Antecedents may inspire or be threaten latter-born writers (because they are so successful or powerful, such as Shakespeare).


Example: Morte D'Arthur by Sir Thomas Malory is an antecedent to Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court.

CHARACTER: A person (or sometimes an animal) that figures in the action of a literary work. A character exhibits character traits. 


A protagonist, or main character, is the central figure.  Example:  Dantès in Alexandre Dumas’ Le Comte de Monte-Cristo.


An antagonist is a character pitted against the protagonist.   Example: Danglars, among others in Alexandre Dumas’ Le Comte de Monte-Cristo.


Major characters play significant roles.  Example:  Oncec again, Dantès in Alexandre Dumas’ Le Comte de Monte-Cristo.  Also, Heidi in Johana Spyru’s novel of the same name.


Minor characters play lesser roles.  Example: M. Morrel and M. Villefort in Alexandre Dumas’ Le Comte de Monte-Cristo.


A foil contrasts with, and therefore throws into relief, the attributes of a main character.   Example:  Laertes in William Shakespeare’s Hamlet.


A one-dimensional, flat character exhibits a single dominant trait. A flat character is a caricature (q.v.). A flat character is also usually a static character (q.v.).  Example:  Joe from Charles Dickens’ novel Great Expectations.


A three-dimensional, round character, or full character, exhibits the complexity of traits associated with actual human beings. A round character is also, by nature, a dynamic character (q.v.).  Example: Reuven in Chaim Potok’s The Chosen.


A static character does not change.  Example:  Joseph in Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights.


A dynamic character does change or exhibit growth.  Example:  The 1st Catherine in Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights.


A stock character or stereotype is a recognizable "type" that recurs in many different works, in different cultures.  A stock character is always flat.  Example:  Morgause from The Once and Future King by T.H. White.


A misfit is character who fits awkwardly into society. Misfits may be socially rejected or physically isolated from society.   Example:  Lancelot, The Once and Future King, T.H. White.


CHARACTERIZATION: The use of literary techniques to create a character.  Four techniques:  The author may 1) directly describe to the reader the character’s appearance, background, personality, motivations, and so on; 2) reveal aspects of the character by reporting what the character does and says; 3) reveal the character’s internal state by providing an internal monologue; and 4) describe how others react to the character (how they behave around the character/ what they think and say about him or her). 


Example: Merlin in Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court is portrayed not as the noble wizard that he appears as in so many other Arthurian novels, but instead as a sleazy trickster who Hank Morgan must out-wit.

CLASSICISM: A movement that takes the art and culture of ancient Greece and Rome as the epitome and perennial model for human civilization.  Classicism dominated two periods in the West: the Renaissance and the 18th- century Age of Reason.  Eighteenth-century Classicism is also called “Neo-Classicism” (q.v.).  Classical works are admired for qualities of order, harmony, proportion, balance, and discipline.


Example: The Temple of Fame by Alexander Pope.

CLIMAX:  The part of a story or play at which a crisis is reached an a resolution achieved.  See narrative structure.


Example:  The moment Dantès escapes le Château d’If in Le Comte de Monte Cristo by Alexandre Dumas.


COLLOQUIAL/COLLOQUIALISM: 1) Language used in informal conversation.  Colloquialisms may be used by writers for certain effects, or 2) a style (q.v.) of writing, using informal language.


Example: Merlin is cool.

CONFLICT: 1) A clash or struggle between opposing forces.  A character may face multiple conflicts at the same time or may face a series of conflicts. A conflict that cannot be easily resolved is a dilemma (q.v.). There are two types of conflicts:


An external conflict involves a character and some outside force. The outside force can be another character (man vs. man); nature or destiny (the individual vs. nature/God/fate); or a force in society such as culture, customs, or social or political institutions (the individual vs. society).
Example:   Ahab versus the White Whale in Moby-Dick by Herman Melville.


An internal conflict occurs within a character, reflecting opposing desires, goals, or beliefs held by the character (the individual vs. himself). A character may want to do something but not know how to do it.
Example:  Nethaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter.  Hester is struggling with herself over whether or not she should reveal her sin.

2)  A component of narrative structure (q.v.).  Western plots revolve around conflicts.


CONNOTATION: What is implied or evoked by a word, phrase, or statement, over and above its basic meaning or denotation (q.v.).  Connotations suggest emotional overtones and attitudes, which may be either unique to an individual or widely held.


Example: Ice cream and candy both denote sweet foods, but each connotes happiness.

CRISIS: The point in a play or narrative where tension reaches a high point.  There may be several crises in a work leading up to the climax.  See narrative structure.


Example: When HAL tries to kill Dave in Arthur C. Clarke’s 2001: A Space Odyssey.

DENOTATION: The literal meaning of a word, as may be found in a dictionary, independent of any overtones or connotations (q.v.).


DÉNOUEMENT: Dénouement means 1) an event or events that follow the climax of a plot, or 2) the resolution of plot complications at the end of the work.  See narrative structure.


Example: When the true identities of all parties are revealed at the very end of Charles Dickens’ Tale of Two Cities.


DIALECT: A language or a way of speaking peculiar to an individual, members of a social class, or the inhabitants of a region.  Dialect may be used in the diction (q.v.) of a work for local color (q.v.)


Example: Joe in Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations speaks “common English.”


DIALOGUE: 1) The speech of characters in a literary work, or 2) a literary genre, in which a discussion is conducted through question and answer, e.g., the Socratic Dialogues of Plato.


Example: From Daniel Pinkwater’s The Snarkout Boys and the Avocado of Death.


“ ‘I’ll ring your bell at about six,’ I said.


‘Okay,’ Winston Bingo said.


I hung up.”


DICTION: The vocabulary used by an author.


DIDACTIC: Any work of literature that sets out to instruct or teach.  Didactic works convey moral, social, or political messages.  Artistic values may or may not be subordinated to such messages.


Example: Le Petit Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry.

EPIPHANY: A moment of sudden insight in a work of literature in which the essence of a situation, a character, or an object is suddenly revealed.  James Joyce introduced the use of epiphany in this sense.  In Christianity, the term denotes a feast marking the manifestation of God’s presence in the world, celebrated on Twelfth Night.


Example: Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince, in which the eponymous character “discovers” that being away from the Rose makes him miss it all the more. “One ne voit bien qu’avec la coeur.”

EXPOSITION:  The part(s) of a narrative or play in which the author sets forth essential information about the characters, the current situation, or past events. A component of narrative structure (q.v.)


Example:  The opening pages of Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights. See page 4.

FALLING ACTION: The part of the action that follows the climax of a work.  See narrative structure.


Example: “And they lived happily ever after.” (Pick your favorite fairy tale)

FLASHBACK: Memories of a character or background material related by the narrator about actions that occurred before the time of the narrative.  Flashbacks break the narrative sequence in order to provide insights into characters or situations in the present.  They are sometimes used in exposition (q.v.)


Example: In Ernest Hemingway’s The Snows of Kilimanjaro, Harry Street has been injured while hunting in Africa.  As he dies, his mind relives moments of his past, including a memory of a wartime companion dying on a battlefield in Spain.

FORESHADOWING:  Hints that anticipate future plot developments or themes in a drama or narrative. 


Example:  The violent and revengeful tendencies of Heathcliffe in Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights foreshadow Heathcliffe’s ultimate revenge.

GENRE: A class or type of literature (from French, genre).  Works belonging to a genre are said to follow genre norms or genre conventions (q.v.) governing form and content.  Genre norms may be strong or weak, depending on the culture, the age, and which genre you are talking about.  Works may also be divided into subgenres (q.v.).


Examples: Abstract, folk, postmodern, mythology, romance, thriller.


GOTHIC:  A type of romance (q.v.) popular in Europe from about 1760 to 1820. Gothic novels and tales were intended to scare readers. Such works include elements of supernatural horror, suspense, and mystery; they take place in sinister or haunted settings; they feature menacing or mysterious characters;  they are pervaded by moods of gloom and fear; and they may have grotesque (q.v.) elements.  Gothic romances evolved into modern western mystery stories, ghost stories, and horror movies. 


Examples:  Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë.  Specifically, the recurrence of the ghost of Catherine among others as well as other supernatural elements.

IMAGE/IMAGERY:  In literature, an image refers to any representation of sense experience. (The term comes from Plato, who believed that all the physical phenomena we perceived through our five senses were actually an "images," or copies of the real things –  "ideal forms" that existed on a higher plane of reality.)  Images tend to form patterns called "imagery." As a strand or thread of imagery is developed in a work, the imagery usually gets more complex or acquires deeper meanings. Imagery is usually classified according to the following types:


Visual.  Seen.   
Example: “I pointed out to the little prince that baobabs were not little bushes, but, on the contrary, trees as big as castles; and that even if he took a whole herd of elephants away with him, the herd would not eat up one single baobab.” From Le Petit Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry.


Auditory.  Heard.  
Example: “. . . and at night I love to listen to the stars. It is like five hundred million little bells . . .” from Le Petit Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry.


Olfactory.  Smelled.  
Example: "sweet smelling coconut oils" from “Redondo Beach” be Jennifer Adams.


Gustatory.  Tasted.   
Example: The taste of apples is implied, though not specifically mentioned, in Robert Frost’s “After Apple-Picking.”


Tactile.  Touched.  
Example: “Cherish in hand” referring to apples in Robert Frost’s “After Apple-Picking.”


Kinetic.  Describes objects in motion.  
Example: “I feel the ladder sway as the boughs bend” from Robert Frost’s “After Apple-Picking.”


Kinesthetic. Describes human or animal movements. 
Example: “He gives his harness bells a shake / To ask if there is some mistake” — the horse in Robert Frost’s “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening”.


More than one type of imagery may be employed in describing an experience.

IRONY:  Irony involves some kind of incongruity or discrepancy between words and their meaning, appearance and reality, or actions and their result.  In literature, irony is  used to suggest the complexity of experience or to provide an indirect evaluation of a situation or a character. Contemporary Western literary critics attach a high value to irony as the "master trope" of literary works; postmodernists find irony in all works in the discrepancy between what the writer thinks he or she is saying or what a work appears to say, and the "subtext" or hidden message that actually subverts the author's meaning.  Irony is usually classified in three types, but in actual practice, the types are often intermixed: 


Verbal irony.  A figure of speech in which a character or narrator says one thing, but the reader or audience knows that the opposite is meant.. Other characters may be fooled but not the reader.  This is the simplest form of irony. 
Example:  Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter. Dimmsdale begs Hester to confess but later cannot find it in himself to do the same.


Dramatic irony arises when the reader or audience knows something a character doesn't.  Dramatic irony is created by the contrast between what the reader knows to be true and what a character thinks to be true.  The most famous example of dramatic irony is found in Sophocles' Œdipus Rex.
Example:  Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter. Hester asks Dimmsdale to allow her to keep Pearl.  She does this as though Dimmsdale were impartial, though he is actually guilty of a sin.


Situational irony (or irony of situation) is found when there is a discrepancy between appearance and reality in a work, or when there is a contrast between what a character, the reader, or the audience expects to happen and what actually happens.
Example:  Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter.  Hawthorne writes that the first two things constructed for Boston were a prison and a graveyard.  This is ironic because Boston was intended to be an Eden of sorts.  Also, it is ironic that Hester makes use of that same prison . . .

METAPHOR:  A figure of speech in which two things are compared without using comparative language. It takes the form:  A is B. Some kinds of metaphors have special names:  


A dead metaphor is an overused metaphor that has become a cliché.  "A young woman is a flower."


An extended metaphor is a metaphor that is sustained and developed beyond one occurrence.  It may turn into a conceit (q.v.)


An  implicit metaphor is one that is implied or suggested, not directly stated.  "The garden hose hissed" compares a hose to a snake.


In a mixed metaphor, the comparisons are mixed in some unfortunate way.   A flaw, unless the aim is humor.  "People who skate on thin ice are likely to find themselves in hot water.”

NARRATIVE STRUCTURE:  The plots of drama and narrative prose works are often analyzed in terms of five components: 


Exposition.  The part that introduces the setting (q.v.), characters (q.v.), and the situation. Exposition may be given at the beginning of the work or later by the narrator, by any character, or through flashbacks (q.v.). 
Example:  The first paragraph of The Once and Future King by T. H. White introduces Wart and Kay.


Conflict (or complication).  The struggle or struggles a character faces struggle against external or internal forces.  The most important conflict faced by the protagonist is the central conflict of a work. See also conflict.
Example:  George decides he must kill Lennie in John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men.


Crisis (or turning point).  A pivotal moment in the plot, which determines what happens afterwards.  
Example:  See example above.


Climax (or high point).  The moment at which the central conflict reaches a high point of interest, suspense, or intensity.  All events in a plot that  build up to the climax are referred to as rising action. Events that occur after the climax are called falling action.
Example: Again, see above.


Denouement (or resolution).  The resolution of the conflict following the climax.  Loose ends are usually tied up in the denouement of traditional Western works.  
Example:  Slim leads George away at the end of Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men; he is the only one who truly understands what happened with Lennie.

PERSONIFICATION:  A figure of speech in which human attributes are given to an animal, an object, or a concept. Personification is commonly used in allegory (q.v.).


Example: The flower in Le Petit Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry is given human characteristics, including the ability to speak, because she represents the wife of the author.

POINT OF  VIEW:  Refers to the position of the speaker or narrator who tells the story. The POV is the central intelligence in a work that filters experience and selects what details get reported. The POV of the narrator determines how the story gets told. Authors may choose to shift points-of-view in a work.  Narrators may be:


reliable
Example: Le Comte de Monte-Cristo by Alexandre Dumas.  The POV is omniscient and reliable.


unreliable. (The narrator's perceptions and reports of events are inaccurate or undependable.) 
Example: Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë.  The story is told by the less-than-subjective Mr. Lockwood.


Stories may be told from various points of view: 


First-person POV.  The narrator says "I, we."  Advantages: Gain in immediacy in presenting events; also good opportunities for the author to present indirect interpretations of his or her materials by 1) dramatic irony (generated from the difference between what the narrator perceives and the reader perceives), 2) employing a sympathetic or perceptive character to express the author's ideas.
Example: Again, Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë is told through Mr. Lockwood's diary, which is a regurgitation of Nelly Dean’s story.


Third-person POV. The narrator says "he, she, it, they" for all characters. Advantages: gives the narrator the most flexibility to observe and comment on materials. Types of third-person POV:


objective or dramatic POV: The narrator reports what is said or what happens directly, without any interpretation.  The narrator doesn't share ideas. 


omniscient POV:  The narrator knows everything and can tell as much or as little as he or she wishes. Different from objective in that the omniscient narrator always reports some thoughts and feelings of more than one character. 
Example: Heidi by Johana Spyri.


limited POV or limited omniscient POV:  The narrator knows everything about one character—more than the character knows about himself or herself—but shares no knowledge or what other characters are thinking or doing, except for what the chosen character happens to know or infer.
Example: The Giver by Lois Lowry


Second-person POV.  The narrator says "you." The least common point of view. Advantages:  Immediacy.  Two types: 1) The narrator tells an interested reader what "he or she" did at some earlier time. (Examples: a parent telling a child about some event in infancy, a doctor telling a patient how he or she behaved under anesthesia, a trial lawyer telling a witness or defendant what he or she did.)  2) Sometimes, "you" is used indefinitely, as it is in informal speech, when the narrator means "a person, people" or  when the narrator to referring mainly to himself or herself.

PROSE: Written or spoken language not in verse (q.v.).  Refers to one great subdivision of literature, contrasted with the other great subdivision – poetry or verse.


PROTAGONIST: The central character in a story or drama, popularly called the “hero” or heroine.”  Originally, “protagonist” was the name given to the one speaking character in Greek tragedy, who interacted with the chorus; the innovation is credit to Thespis.


Examples: Harry Potter in J.K. Rowling’s set of novels by the same name.


PUN: A play on words.  A type of verbal irony (q.v.), such as when one sheep asks another, “How are ewe?”


Example: That was a very “punny” joke.


ROMANTICISM:  A movement that arose in late 18th-century to early 19th-century Europe as a reaction to values of the Enlightenment.  Romantics variously favored the imagination, emotion, and fancy over reason; championed personal freedom, individualism, and individual rights over social conventions and repressive political structures; advocated the superiority of natural beauty, wilderness, and pastoral life over civilization and the artifices of urban life;  and emphasized the nobility of common and even primitive man over the aristocracy. 


Example:  The Scarlet Letter by Nethaniel Hawthorne 


Example:  Moby-Dick by Herman Mellville.
SIMILE:  A figure of speech in which two things are compared using "like," "as," "as if," "as though," or "than."  A is like B.

