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

Allegory is a story in which people, things, and actions represent an
idea or generalization about life; allegories often have a strong moral
or lesson.

Allusion is a reference in literature to a familiar person, place, thing,
or event.

Analogy is a comparison of two or more similar objects, suggesting
that if they are alike in certain respects, they will probably be alike in
other ways as well.

Anecdote is a short summary of a funny or humorous event. Abe
Lincoln was famous for his anecdotes, especially this one:

Two fellows, after a hot dispute over how long a man's legs
should be in proportion to his body, stormed into Lincoln's office one
day and confronted him with their problem. Lincoln listened intently to
the arguments given by each of the men
and after some reflection rendered his
verdict: “This question has been a source
of controversy for untold ages,” he said,
slowly and deliberately, “and it is about
time it should be definitely decided. It
has led to bloodshed in the past, and
there is no reason to suppose it will not
lead to the same in the future.

“After much thought and consider-
ation, not to mention mental worry and
anxiety, it is my opinion, all side issues
being swept aside, that a man's lower
limbs, in order to preserve harmony of
proportion, should be at least long
enough to reach from his body to the
ground.”

Antagonist is the person or thing working
against the protagonist, or hero, of the work.

Autobiography is an author’s account or
story of her or his own life.

Biography is the story of a person’s life writ-
ten by another person.

Caricature is a picture or imitation of a per-
son’s features or mannerisms exaggerated
as to be comic or absurd. (See illustration.)
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Characterization is the method an author uses to reveal or describe charac-
ters and their various personalities.

Climax is the high point, or turning point, in a story—usually the most
intense point.

Comedy s literature that deals with life in a humorous or satiric manner. In
comedy, human errors or problems appear funny. Comedies end on a happy
note.

Conflict is the problem or struggle in a story that triggers the action. There
are five basic types of conflict:
Person vs. Person: One character in a story has a problem with one or more of
the other characters.
Persan vs. Society: A character has a problem with some element of society:
the school, the law, the accepted way of doing things, and so on.
Person vs. Self: A character has a problem deciding what to do in a particular
situation.
Person vs. Nature: A character has a problem with some natural happening: a
snowstorm, an avalanche, the bitter cold, or any other element of nature.
Person 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 the cause of the conflict.

Context is the set of facts or circumstances surrounding an event or a situa-
tion in a piece of literature.

Denouement is the final solution or outcome of a play or story.
Dialogue is the conversation carried on by the characters in a literary work.

Diction is an author’s choice of words based on their correctness, clearness,
or effectiveness.
Archaic words are words that are old-fashioned and no longer sound natural
when used, as ‘| believe thee not” for “I don’t believe you.”
Colloquialism Is an expression that is usually accepted in informal situations
and certain locations, as In “He really grinds my beans.”
Jargon (technical diction) is the specialized language used by a specific group,
such as those who use computers: override, interface, download.
Profanity is language that shows disrespect for someone or something regard-
ed as holy or sacred.

Slang is the language used by a particular group of people among themselves;
it is also language that Is used In fiction and special writing situations to lend
color and feeling: awesome, chill out.

Trite expressions are expressions that lack depth or originality, or are over-
worked or not worth mentioning In the first place.

Vulgarity Is language that is generally considered common, crude, gross, and,
at times, offenslive. It Is used In fiction to add realism.
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Drama is 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.

Dramatic monologue is a literary work (or part of a literary work) in which
a character is speaking about him- or herself as if another person were
present. The speaker’s words reveal something important about his or her
character.

Empathy is putting yourself in someone else’s place and imagining how that
person must feel. The phrase “What would you do if you were in my shoes?”
is a request for one person to empathize with another.

Epic is a long narrative poem that tells of the deeds and adventures of a hero.

Epigram is a brief, witty poem or saying often dealing with its subject in a
satirical manner.

“There never was a good war or a bad peace” —Ben Franklin
Epitaph is a short poem or verse written in memory of someone.

Epithet is a word or phrase used in place of a person’s name; it is character-
istic of that person: Alexander the Great, Material Girl, Ms. Know-it-all.

Essay is a piece of prose that expresses an individual’s point of view; usually,
it is a series of closely related paragraphs that combine to make a complete
piece of writing.

Exaggeration (hyperbole) is overstating or stretching the truth for special
effect: “My shoes are killing me!”

Exposition is writing that is intended to make clear, or explain, something
that might otherwise be difficult to understand; in a play or novel, it would
be that portion that helps the reader to understand the background or situ-
ation in which the work is set.

Fable is a short, simple story that teaches a lesson. It usually includes animals
that talk and act like people.

Falling action is the action of a play or story that works out the decision
arrived at during the climax. It ends with the resolution.

Farce is literature based on a highly humorous and highly improbable plot.

Figurative language is language used to create a special effect or feeling. It
is characterized by figures of speech or language that compares, exaggerates,
or means something other than what it first appears to mean. (See “Figure
of speech,” 420.)
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Antithesls Is an opposition, or contrast, of Ideas: “It was the best of times,
it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of
doolihness — Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities
Hyperbole (hi-pur” ba-li) s an exaggeration, or overstatement: “I have seen

et dae baake
this river so wide it had only one bank. — Wark Twain, Life on theisssSinpl

Metaphor is a comparison of two unlike things in which no word of compari-
son (as or like) is used: “A green plant is a machine that runs on solar energy.”

—Scientific American, April 1988

Metonymy (ma-ton a-mi) Is the substituting of one word for another that is
closely related to it: “The White House has decided to provide a million more
public service jobs.” (White House is substituting for president.)

Personlficatlon is a literary device In which the author speaks of or describes
an animal, object, or Idea as if it were a person:

“The rock stubbornly refused to move.”

Simlle is a comparison of two unlike things in which a word of comparison
(like or as) is used: “She stood in front of the altar, shaking like a freshly

hi =
S2UEHE O —Maya Angelou, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings
Understatement Is stating an Idea with restraint (holding back) to emphasize
what is being talked about. Mark Twain once described Tom Sawyer's Aunt
Polly as belng “prejudiced agalnst snakes.” Since she could not stand snakes,
this way of saying so Is called understatement.
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Foil is someone who serves as a contrast or challenge to another character.
Foreshadowing is giving hints and clues of what is to come later in a story.

Genre refers to a category or type of literature based on its style, form, and
content. The mystery novel is a literary genre.

Gothic novel is a type of fiction that is usually characterized by gloomy
castles, ghosts, and supernatural or sensational happenings—creating a
mysterious, chilling, and sometimes frightening story. Mary Shelley’s
Frankenstein is probably the best known gothic novel still popular today.

Hubris, derived from the Greek word hybris, means “excessive pride” In
Greek tragedy, hubris is often viewed as the flaw that leads to the downfall
of the tragic hero.

Imagery is the words or phrases a writer selects to create a certain picture
in the reader’s mind. Imagery is usually based on sensory details.

“The sky was dark and gloomy, the air was damp and raw, the streets were wet
andloppy. —Charles Dickens, The Pickwick Papers

Impressionism is the recording of events or situations as they have been
impressed upon the mind. Impressionism deals with feelings, emotions, and
vague thoughts; realism deals with objective facts. In “A Child’s Christmas
in Wales,” Dylan Thomas shares his boyhood impressions of winter:

we waited to snowball the cats. Sleek and long as jaguars and horrible-
whiskered, spitting and snarling, they would slink and sidie over the white
back-garden walls, and the lynx-eyed hunters, Jim and I, fur-capped and
moccasined trappers from Hudson Bay, off Mumbles Road, would hurl our
deadly snowballs at the green of their eyes. The wise cats never appeared.”

—Dylan Thomas
Irony is using a word or phrase to mean the exact opposite of its literal or
normal meaning. There are three kinds of irony:

dramatic irony, in which the reader or the audience sees a character's
mistakes or misunderstandings, but the character himself does not.

verhal irony, in which the writer says one thing and means another: “The best
substitute for experience Is being sixteen.”

irony of situation, in which there is a great difference between the purpose of
a particular action and the result.
Local color is the use of details that are common in a certain region of the
country.

“Mama came out and lit into me for sitting there doing nothing. Said | was
no-count and shiftless and why hadn't | gathered eggs and ... ."

—Olive Ann Burns, Cold Sassy Tree
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acter in Sheridan’s comedy, The Rivals. The character, Mrs. Malaprop, is
constantly mixing up her words, as when she says “as headstrong as an
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Melodrama is an exaggerated, sensational form of drama (as in television
soap operas) characterized by heavy use of romance, suspense, and emotion.

Mood is the feeling a piece of literature arouses in the reader: happiness,
sadness, peacefulness, etc.

Moral is the particular value or lesson the author is trying to get across to
the reader. The “moral of the story” is a common phrase in Aesop’s fables.

Motif is a term for an often-repeated idea or theme in literature. In The
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Huck is constantly coming into conflict with
the “civilized” world. This conflict becomes a motif throughout the novel.

Myth is a traditional story that attempts to explain a natural phenomenon
or justify a certain practice or belief of a society.

Narration is writing that relates an event or a series of events: a story.
Narrator is the person who is telling the story.

Naturalism is an extreme form of realism in which the author tries to show
the relation of a person to the environment or surroundings. Often, the
author finds it necessary to show the ugly or raw side of that relationship.

Novel is a lengthy fictional story with a plot that is revealed by the speech,
action, and thoughts of the characters.

Novella is a prose work longer than the standard short story, but shorter and
less complex than a full-length novel.

Oxymoron is a combination of contradictory terms as in jumbo shrimp.

Parable is a short, descriptive story that illustrates a particular belief or
moral.

ParadoX is a statement that seems contrary to common sense yet may, in
Tact, be true: “The coach considered this a good loss.”

Parody is a form of literature intended to mock a particular literary work or
its style; a comic effect is intended.

Pathos is a Greek root meaning suffering or passion. It usually describes the
part in a play or story that is intended to bring out pity or sorrow from the
audience or reader.

Picaresque novel is a novel consisting of a lengthy string of loosely connect-
ed events. It usually features the adventures of a rogue, or scamp, living by
his wits among the middle class. Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn is a
picaresque novel.
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Plot line is the graphic display of the action or events in a story: exposition,
rising action, climax, falling action, and resolution.
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Poetic justice is a term that describes a character “getting what he deserves”
in the end, especially if what he deserves is punishment. The purest form of
poetic justice is when one character plots against another but ends up being
caught in his own trap.

Climax
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Poetry is an imaginative response to experience reflecting a keen awareness
of language. There are many elements used in writing effective poetry.

Point of view is the vantage point from which the story is told. In the first-
person point of view, the story is told by one of the characters: “I don’t know
what I'm doing tonight. What about you?” In the third-person point of
view, the story is told by someone outside the story: The simple fact is he
lacked confidence. He would rather do something he wasn’t all that crazy
about doing than risk looking foolish.

Protagonist is the main character or hero of the story.

Pseudonym (also known as “pen name”) means “false name” and applies to
the name a writer uses in place of his or her given name. Mark Twain was
a pseudonym for Samuel Langhorne Clemens.

Pun is a word or phrase that is used in such a way as to suggest more than
one possible meaning. Words used in a pun are words that sound the same
(or nearly the same) but have different meanings: “I really don’t mind going
to school; it's the principal (principle) of the thing.”

Quest features a main character who is seeking to find something or achieve
2 goal. In the process, this person encounters and overcomes a series of
obstacles. In the end, he or she returns, having gained knowledge and
experience as a result of the adventures.
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Reminiscence is writing based on the writer’s memory of a particular time,
place, or incident. Memoir is another term for reminiscence.

Renaissance, which means “rebirth,” is the period of history following the
Middle Ages. This period began late in the fourteenth century and continued
through the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Milton (1608-1674) is often
regarded as the last of the great Renaissance poets. The term now applies to
any period of time in which intellectual and artistic interest is revived or
reborn.

Resolution, or denouement, is the portion of the play or story where the prob-
lem is solved. It comes after the climax and falling action and is intended to
bring the story to a satisfactory end.

Rising action is the series of conflicts or struggles that build a story or play
toward a climax.

Romance is a form of literature that presents life as we would like it to be
rather than as it actually is. Usually, it has a great deal of adventure, love,
and excitement.

Romanticism is a literary movement with an emphasis on the imagination
and emotions.

Sarcasm is the use of praise to mock someone or something, as in “He’s a real
he-man,” “She’s a real winner,” or “No one cuts pizza like Clyde.”

No one cuts pizza like Clyde.

Satire is a literary tone used to ridicule or make fun of human vice or
weakness, often with the intent of correcting, or changing, the subject of the
satiric attack.

ietting is the time and place in which the action of a literary work occurs.
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Slapstick is a form of low comedy that makes its appeal through the use of
exaggerated, sometimes violent action. The “pie in the face” routine is a
classic piece of slapstick.

Slice of life is a term that describes the type of realistic or naturalistic writ-
ing that accurately reflects what life is really like, This is done by giving the
reader a sample, or slice, of life.

Soliloquy is a speech delivered by a character when he or she is alone on
stage.

Stereotype is a pattern or form that does not change. A character is “stereo-
typed” if she or he has no individuality and fits the mold of that particular
kind of person.

Stream of consciousness is a style of writing in which the thoughts and feel-
ings of the writer are recorded as they occur.

Structure is the form or organization a writer uses for her or his literary
work. There are a great number of possible forms used regularly in litera-
ture: parable, fable, romance, satire, farce, slapstick, and so on.

Style is how the author uses words, phrases, and sentences to form his or her
ideas. Style is also thought of as the qualities and characteristics that
distinguish one writer’s work from the work of others.

Symbol is a person, a place, a thing, or an event used to represent something
else: the dove is a symbol of peace. Characters in literature are often sym-
bols of good or evil.

Theme is the statement about life a particular work is trying to get across to
the reader. In stories written for children, the theme is often spelled out
clearly at the end. In more complex literature, the theme will not be so
clearly spelled out.

Tone is the overall feeling, or effect, created by a writer’s use of words. This
feeling may be serious, mock-serious, humorous, satiric, and so on.

Total effect is the general impression left with the reader by a literary work.

Tragedy is a literary work in which the hero is destroyed by some character
flaw and by forces beyond his or her control.

Tragic hero is a character who experiences an inner struggle because of a
character flaw. That struggle ends in the defeat of the hero.

Transcendentalism is a philosophy that requires human beings to go beyond
(transcend) reason in their search for truth. An individual can arrive at the
basic truths of life through spiritual insight if he or she takes the time to
think seriously about them.
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Alliteration is the repetition of initial consonant sounds in words such as
“rough and ready” An example of alliteration (from “Runaway ‘Warning” by
Anne-Marie Oomen) is underlined below: 3

“Our gang paces the pier like an old myth ...”

Assonance is the repetition of vowel sounds without the repetition of
consonants.
“My words like silent rain drops fell . .." —Paul Simon, “Sounds of Silence”

Ballad is a poem in verse form that tells a story.

Blank verse is an unrhymed form of poetry that normally consists of ten syl-
Tables in which every other syllable, beginning with the second, is stressed.
Since blank verse is often used in very long poems, it may depart from the
strict pattern from time to time.

Caesura is a pause or sudden break in a line of poetry.
Canto is a main division of a long poem.

Consonance is the repetition of consonant sounds. Although it is similar to
alliteration, consonance is not limited to the first letters of words:

“...and high school girls with clear skin smiles ... 5
—Janis lan, “At Seventeen”

Couplet is two lines of verse the same length that usually rhyme.

End rhyme is the rhyming of words that appear at the ends of two or more
lines of poetry.

Enjambment is the running over of a sentence or thought from one line to
another.

Foot is the smallest repeated pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables in
a poetic line. (See “Verse.”)
lamblc: an unstressed followed by a stressed syllable (repe‘at)
Anapestic: two unstressed followed by a stressed syllable (interrﬁpt)
Trochaic: a stressed followed by an unstressed syllable (older)
Dactylic: a stressed followed by two unstressed syllables (Spenly)
Spondaic: two stressed syllables (heartbreak)
Pyrrhic: two unstressed syllables (Pyrrhic seldom appears by itself.)

Free verse is poetry that does not have a regular meter or rhyme scheme.

Haiku is 2 form of Japanese poetry that has 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, as in the following poem:

Behind me the moon
Brushes shadows of pine trees
Lightly on the floor.
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Internal rhyme occurs when the rhyming words appear in the same line of
poetry: “You break my eyes with a look that buys sweet cake.”

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

Meter is the patterned repetition of stressed and unstressed syllables in a
line of poetry.

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

Refrain is the repetition of a line or phrase of a poem at regular intervals, espe-
cially at the end of each stanza. A song’s refrain may be called the chorus.

Repetition is the repeating of a word or phrase within a poem or prose piece to
create a sense of thythm: “His laugh, his dare, his shrug / sag ghostlike ... "

Rhyme is the similarity or likeness of sound existing between two words.
Sat and cat are perfect rhymes because the vowel and final consonant sounds
are exactly the same.

Rhymed verse is verse with end rhyme; it usually has regular meter.

Rhythm is the ordered or free occurrences of sound in poetry. Ordered or reg-
ular rhythm is called meter. Free occurrence of sound is called free verse.

Sonnet is a poem consisting of fourteen lines of iambic pentameter. There
are two popular forms of the sonnet, the Italian (or Petrarchan) and the
Shakespearean (or English).
Italian (Petrarchan) sonnet has two parts: an octave (eight lines) and a ses-
tet (six lines), usually rhyming abbaabba, cdecde. Often a question Is raised In
the octave and answered In the sestet.
Shakespearean (English or Elizabethan) sonnet consists of three qua-
trains and a final rhyming couplet. The rhyme scheme Is abab, cdcd, efef, gg.
Usually, the question or theme Is set forth In the quatrains while the answer or
resolution appears In the final couplet.

Stanza is a division of poetry named for the number of lines it contains:

Couplet: two-line stanza Sestet: sixline stanza
Triplet: three-line stanza Septet: seven-ine stanza
Quatrain: four-ine stanza Octave: eightine stanza

Quintet: fiveine stanza

Verse is a metric line of poetry. It is named according to the kind and number
of feet composing it: iambic pentameter, anapestic tetrameter . . . (See “Foot.”)

Monometer: one foot Pentameter: five feet
Dimeter: two feet Hexameter: six feet
Trimeter: three feet Heptameter: seven feet

Tetrameter: four feet Octometer: elght feet
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