Literary Terms

1. Allegory: A narrative in verse or prose, in which abstract qualities (death, pride, greed, for example) are personified as characters.

2. Alliteration: Repetition of an initial consonant or cluster sound in two or more words in a line or in lines in close proximity.

3. Allusion: A figure of speech that makes an indirect or casual reference to a historical or literary figure, event, or object.

4. Ambiguity: A phrase, statement, or situation that may be understood in two or more ways. In literature ambiguity is used to enrich meaning or achieve irony by forcing readers to consider alternative possibilities.

5. Antagonist: A character who rivals or opposes the protagonist.

6. Archetype: Themes, images, and narrative patterns that are universal and thus embody some enduring aspects of human experience. Some of these themes are the death and rebirth of the hero, the underground journey, and the search for the father.

7. Central Intelligence: Another variation on the third person point of view, where narrative elements are limited to what a single character sees, thinks, and hears.

8. Characterization: The portrayal of a character by direct description, by his or her actions, or by other characters’ revelations about him or her.

9. Climax: The highest point of interest and excitement in a narrative or story.

10. Conflict: A source of anxiety, frustration, or opposition that motivates a character into action; conflict may come from another character, and antagonist, a society or political or social group, nature, or the individual’s personality.

11. Diction: Appropriate selection of words and their appropriate usage; a level of speech that may be high (formal), middle, or low (informal, colloquial, or slang).

12. Forshadowing: Subtle indication of future events.

13. Irony: A figure of speech, often humorous or sarcastic, in which the intended meaning of the words contrasts directly with the usual meaning, also called verbal irony; dramatic irony refers to a situation in which a character’s speech or actions have an unintended meaning known to the audience but not the character.

14. Imagery: Descriptive language used to convey a mental picture that calls into action one of the five senses or kinesthesia; imagery may be literal or figurative.

15. Metaphor: A figure of speech showing the similarity of dissimilar things; a contrast in which an object is identified with another wholly different object by analogy.

16. Narrator (or Point of View): The teller of a story, who may be first–person, third-person, central intelligence, omniscient, objective, or intrusive.

17. Non-linear Narration: The manner of telling the events of a story with the use of flashbacks and meditations; the opposite of a chronological story.

18. Omniscient Narrator: An all-knowing narrator; a third-person narration in which the narrator describes all of the action and characterization.

19. Pathetic Fallacy: A kind of personification that attributes human feelings or animate qualities to inanimate things; false emotionalism.

20. Persona: A second self created by an author to tell a story.

21. Plot: The action of a story; the narration of events employing the use of character, conflict, rising action, climax, falling action, a resolution or denouement.

22. Protagonist: The main character in a story, novel, or play.

23. Rising Action: Intensification of action based on the protagonist’s attempts to resolve conflict; the action leading up to the climax.

24. Round Character: A term coined by E.M. Forester meaning a complex character; the opposite of a flat character or stereotype.

25. Setting: The place, time, and social context in which a work occurs. Often the setting contributes significantly to the story.

26.  Simile: The direct comparison of two unlike objects or ideas joined by like, as, or seems.

27. Stream of Consciousness: The thoughts, feelings, emotions of a character presented as he or she thinks them.

28. Symbol: An object, idea, person, or place that means more that what it is literally; figurative levels of meaning that accrue to any object.

29. Symbolism: The use of one object to suggest or represent another object.

30. Theme: The main or underlying idea of a work, the point or message of the work.

31. Tone: An attitude or quality of voice that conveys a sense of feeling or emotion.

32. Unreliable narrator: The speaker or voice of a work who is not able to accurately or objectively report events.

