Glossary of Literary Terms

accent – the emphasis or stress placed on a certain syllable; a term applied in poetry.

action –the series of events of which a story is composed; action also can refer to the characters’ thoughts, feelings, 

and words as well as their physical movements.

allegory – an extended narrative that carries a second meaning along with the surface story.  People, places, objects and

events represent themselves as well as something else.

Ex: On one level, Animal Farm is the story of a group of animals that take over a farm.  On another level, it is the story of the Russian Revolution.

alliteration – the repetition of similar sounds, usually consonants or consonant clusters, in a group of words.

Ex:  Five miles meandering with a mazy motion.

Ex:  Silver streaks in the sky.

allusion –  a brief reference, explicit or implicit, to a person, place, event, or to another literary work or passage.   

Ex: He met his Waterloo.  Achilles’ heel.

anachronism – putting a person, object or event in a time when he or it does not belong.

Ex:  reference to clocks in Julius Caesar.

analogy –  a partial similarity of features on which a comparison may be based.

Ex: ‘Tis with our judgements as our watches, none go just alike, yet each believes his own.

antagonist – an opponent, the character or force opposite to the protagonist.

anthem -  a hymn of praise, patriotism, or devotion.

anticlimax – an abrupt shift from the important to the insignificant, with a disappointing or amusing effect.

antithesis –  contrary ideas expressed in a balanced phrase.

Ex: To err is human; to forgive, divine. Many are called; few are chosen.

aphorism –  a concise, pointed statement expressing a wise or clever observation about life.


Ex. Silence is the virtue of fools.

apostrophe – a person not present or a personified non-human object is addressed directly.

Ex: Frailty, thy name is woman!

archaism – a word or phrase no longer in actual use.

Ex: Eftsoons his hand dropt he.

archetype – an original model or pattern from which copies are made.

aside – in the theatre, a short passage spoken in an undertone, usually directed to the audience.  By convention, the aside
is presumed to be inaudible to other characters on the stage and presumed to be sincere.

assonance – the repetition of similar vowel sounds in words, especially in poetry.

Ex: (soft “i” sound) The cliffs of England stand, glimmering, out in the tranquil bay.

Ex:  (long “i” sound) Thou foster child of silence and slow time.

atmosphere – the air or mood which prevails at any moment in a work.

ballad – a song which tells a story, often a folktale, composed in stanzas and meant to be sung.

ballad stanza – a type of four-line stanza.  The first and third lines have four stressed words or syllables; the second and
 fourth lines have three stresses.  The second and fourth lines rhyme.

blank verse – lines of iambic pentameter which are unrhymed.  It is closest to the natural rhythms of English speech; as a

 result, it has been more frequently and variously used than any other type.

Ex: Most of Shakespeare’s plays are written in this form.

caesura – a break or pause in a line of poetry

caricature – see character

carpe diem – Latin phrase meaning “seize the day” or “live for the moment”.

catharsis – The relief that comes after witnessing the catastrophe of a tragedy.

characterisation – revelation and development of character; in fiction, a person is characterized chiefly by his 

own words and actions and by other people’s responses to him.

characters 

allegorical character – found in an allegory;  they do not have individual personalities but are representations of abstract ideas and may have names such as Pride, Meekness, Lechery, or Napoleon

consistent – continuing actions conform to what the author has already revealed about him/her.

caricature – consisting of certain selected features exaggerated for comic effect.

dynamic/developing – a permanent change in some aspect of his character, personality or outlook, as 

a result of experience.

flat – can be summed up in one or two statements; no depth.

round – complex, many-sided, real and life-like.

static – does not change throughout the work.

stock – a stereotyped figure, an easily recognised type.

choice of details – subject matter that the author has chosen to include in order to reveal or emphasize.

chorus – originally a group of men who performed at religious festivals; later, the chorus takes part in the action or it is a  commentator, or it is a lyric element.

cinquain – any stanza of 5 lines.

classic – literature worthy to be called this because it has withstood the test of time; a critically acclaimed work.

cliché – a timeworn expression which had lost its vitality and to some extent its meaning because of overuse. 

Ex: Busy as bees. That’s how the cookie crumbles. Don’t judge a book by its cover.  Slow and steady wins the race.

climax – the moment of highest interest and tension in a work.

colloquialism:  word or phrase which would not be suitable for formal speech or writing


ie) “that was a really groovy song!” 

comedy – in general a literary work that ends happily with a healthy, amiable armistice between the protagonist and


society.

comic relief – a comic element inserted into a tragic or sombre work, especially a play, to relieve its tension 

and heighten, by contrast, the tragic emotion.


Ex:  porter scene in Macbeth

conceit (metaphysical) – a kind of metaphor that makes a comparison between two startlingly different things; it may be


a brief metaphor, but it usually provides the framework for an entire play.

conflict – the underlying struggle which the action of a work expresses, usually involving the protagonist.




character vs. character

character vs. environment



character vs. self

connotation – use of language to imply another meaning other than the actual words used; the suggestions and 
associations that have surrounded a word.

Ex:  mother as opposed to mommy

consonance – the repetition of similar consonant sounds in words.  Sometimes the term refers to the repetition of

consonant sounds in the middle or at the end of words.

Ex: Its back was all humpy, dumpy and lumpy.


Ex:  And all the air a solemn stillness holds.

contrast – placing two or more completely different things side by side for emphasis.

couplet – a pair of successive lines of verse that rhyme.

courtly love – a lover vows eternal faithfulness and adoration.

denotation – the specific, exact and concrete dictionary meaning of a word or phrase, independent of any associated

or secondary meanings. 

dénouement (falling action or conclusion) – the unravelling; the events following the climax of a plot.

deus ex machina – person(s), God(s), or events come just in time to solve a difficulty in a story or play.  Literally means

God from the machinery (which refers to a stage device in ancient theatre that lowered a figure onto the stage).

Ex: Ralph’s rescue in Lord of the Flies

dialect – speech patterns that display characteristics such as social class, level of education, nationality, race, gender, or

age. Also see register.

dialogue – conversation between two or more people.

diction – choice of words used by an author.

didactic – writing whose purpose is to teach.

dilemma- a situation in which a character/person finds himself where all the options/choices are equally undesirable.  It could be said that you are “between a rock and a hard place,” in a “no-win situation”

direct statements – statements directed at the reader which are  meant to tell the reader the exact message to be conveyed, including all details.

dissonance – a combination of sounds that is not harmonious; a harshness and unpleasantness of sound.

drama – any work on stage or, specifically, a play that is of a serious nature that deals with a problem of 

importance but aims at tragic exaltation.

dramatic monologue – a poetic form in which a single character, speaking to a silent listener at a critical moment,

reveals both a dramatic situation and his or her own character.

elegy – a mournful, melancholy poem, especially a song of lament for the dead.

elements of fiction – the basic ingredients of a story – character, conflict, setting, atmosphere, theme, plot.

epic – a lengthy narrative poem in which the action, characters, and language are on a heroic level and the style is exalted

and even majestic.

epigram – a witty, ingenious and pointed saying that is expressed tersely (briefly).  It is often in the form of a poem.

Ex: (this was a speciality of Alexander Pope) Fools rush in where angels fear to tread.

epigraph – a quotation or motto at the beginning of a chapter, book, short story, or poem that makes some point about the


work.

epiphany – a moment of realization, of deep insight, usually seen in a character.

episode – an incident, usually one of a series, in a story.

epitaph – a brief poem or other form of writing praising a deceased person; a commemorative inscription on a 

   tomb or monument.

escapist literature –literature that is designed to help the reader escape the daily cares and problems of reality.  It requires limited involvement on the part of the reader.  Reading for pleasure only.

euphemism – speaking in pleasing or favourable terms of an unpleasant or bad thing.

Ex: ‘He passed away’  as opposed to ‘ he died’.

existentialism -  a philosophical school of thought emphasizing that man is responsible for his own actions and free to 
choose his development and destiny.

farce – any play which evokes laughter by such devices of low comedy such as physical buffoonery, rough wit, or

the creation of ridiculous situations, and which is little concerned with subtlety of characterization or

probability of plot.

Ex:  Taming of the Shrew

figurative language – language/wording which employs devices called “figures of speech” such as metaphors, similes, 

metonymy, oxymoron, etc.

flashback – narrative technique where the chronological order of events is interrupted to relate an earlier event; a 


looking back in time.

foil – a character whose behaviour, attitudes, and/or opinions contrast with those of another character in order to help the

reader better understand the characters and the motivations.

Ex: Lady Macbeth and Lady Macduff

foreshadowing – events or dialogue that hint as to what is to come in the work.

form – a fixed metrical arrangement, such as a haiku, a sonnet, the ballad.  The essential structure of a work of art.

frame – story that contains another story or series of stories; the opening section of the story.


Ex:  The “Introduction” of The Taming of the Shrew 

free verse – verse that lacks regular meter and line length but relies upon natural rhythms.

genre – a style or type of literary work.


Ex: novel, drama, play, mystery, romance, sci-fi etc.

Haiku – Japanese verse containing three lines with specified syllables (5 - 7- 5).

heroic couplet – a couplet (two consecutive lines of poetry that rhyme) written in iambic pentameter.

hyperbole – obvious and deliberate exaggeration or overstatement.

Ex: tons of love, a thousand thanks.

iambic pentameter – a line of five poetic feet of two syllables, the first unaccented, the second accented.

Ex: Shall I / compare / thee to / a sum / mer’s  day?

idealization – when situations, characters, or ideas are made unreal or perfect or especially desirable.

idiom – a phrase or expression whose meaning cannot be understood from the ordinary meanings of its individual words.


Ex: Give it a whirl, How do you do?

image – a direct presentation of a sensory experience.

imagery – forming of mental images or figures; use of language to appeal to the senses, mostly visual.

imitative harmony – see onomatopoeia.

in medias res – a technique of plunging into the middle of the story and only later using flashback to tell what happened
previously.  In medias res is Latin for “in the middle of things.”


Ex.  Milton’s Paradise Lost

induction – an introduction or prologue.  It serves as a “frame” for a work; (see “prologue”).

interior monologue – see ‘stream of consciousness’.

internal rhyme – correspondence in sound created by two or more words in the same line of verse; rhyme falling in the

middle and at the end of the line.

inversion – the technique of reversing, or inverting, the normal word order of a sentence to create a certain tone or to


emphasize a particular word or point.


Ex:  Across the fields marched the band.

invocation – at the beginning of an epic (or other poem) a call to a muse, god, or spirit for inspiration.


Ex:  Milton’s Paradise Lost

irony –

dramatic – the audience is aware of something of which a character is not (yet) aware.

situational – the opposite happens to what was originally expected, a twist of fate. 

verbal – to mean the opposite of what is said. 

jargon – a term of contempt applied to speech or writing considered ugly-sounding, unintelligible, or meaningless.  Often

the language of a trade or profession that uses unnecessarily complex or inflated terminology.

Ex: My Pentium II has a 3 gig hard drive, 126 megs of RAM but only a 14.4 modem.

jingle – piece of verse that repeats sounds, contains numerous rhymes and is light-hearted and nonsensical.


Ex:  “We love to see you smile.”

juxtaposition – the deliberate placing of situations, characters, settings, moods, or points of view side by side in order to

clarify meaning, purpose, character, or point of view.

kenning – in Old English poetry, an elaborate phrase that describes persons, things, or events in a metaphorical and 


indirect way.


Ex:  “so mankind’s enemy” in Beowulf this is Grendel.

limerick – a form of light verse, a stanza of five lines rhyming aabba.

locale – the place in which the action of a story occurs.

logic – There are two main kinds.


deduction – accepts a general principle as true, and then uses it to explain a specific case or cases.

induction – derive a general principle from the evidence of specific examples.

lyric – any short, non-narrative poem presenting a single speaker who expresses a state of mind or a process of 

            thought and feeling; a short subjective poem with a song like outburst of feeling.

metaphor – direct or implied comparison of two unlike things, stating that one object is something else, 

without using the words such as “like”, “than”, or “as.”

Ex: He is a lion in battle. Her eyes were two deep, blue seas.

metaphysical – 17th century poetry of John Donne and others who wrote in a similar style; characterised by verbal wit and an excess, ingenious structure, irregular meter, colloquial language, elaborate imagery, and a drawing together of dissimilar ideas.

meter – a generally regular pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables in poetry.

metonymy – speaking of a thing by the name of some other thing closely connected to it.

Ex: From the cradle to the grave. The pen is mightier than the sword.

microcosm – Literally “little world”.  In literature, it is a small group of characters who represent the world or a 


particular society.


Ex:  the boys in Lord of the Flies

mixed metaphor – a use in the same expression of two or more metaphors that are incongruous or illogical.  

Ex: The cold autumn sky was warm with colour.

The only thing that the government will listen to is muscle.

mock epic – a long, humorous poem in which a slight or trivial subject is treated in a lofty or exalted manner.


Ex:  Rape of the Lock by Alexander Pope

mood – the predominant emotion that a story arouses in a reader; (see also ‘atmosphere’).

moral – the implied judgement of behaviour made by a story - distinct from theme.

motif- a theme, character or verbal pattern which recurs in literature or folklore.  A motif may be a theme which runs through a number different works.  A recurring element within a single work is also called a motif.

myth – a traditional story containing ideas or beliefs about ancient times or about natural events.

narrative- A story;  a spoken or written account of something.

narrator – one who narrates or tells a story; can also refer to a character who guides the audience through a play, often 


commenting on the action and sometimes participating in it.

nom de plume – a fictitious name employed by a writer; a pen name or pseudonym.

objective – language or writing that is purely factual, not influenced by feelings or opinions.

octave – an eight line poem or stanza; usually refers to the first eight lines in a Petrarchan sonnet.

ode – a form of lyric poem with a dignified theme that is phrased in formal style to praise its subject.

onomatopoeia – a word whose sound seems to resemble the sound it denotes; sound effects.

Ex: “snap, crackle, pop” or “the leaves rustled in the wind”.

oxymoron – two contradictory words or phrases combined to produce a meaning or a rhetorical effect by 

means of a concise paradox, as in “eloquent silence”.

Ex: She is terribly happy. He is a cheerful pessimist. Mom is an unwilling volunteer.

parable –a short allegory told to explain or illustrate an idea.

paradox – a statement that may be true but seems to say two opposite things; it conflicts (absurdly) with 

common sense yet contains a truth.

Ex: More haste, less speed. My father is a stranger in his own home.

parallelism – the use of phrases, clauses, or sentences that are similar or complementary in structure or in meaning.

parallel structure – use of similar structures or phrases throughout a work to list, to unify, or to emphasize; in 

a single sentence, a list stemming from the same verb or noun.

parallel syntax – use of the same wording or punctuation in more than one sentence.

paraphrase – to restate something that has been stated earlier, in other words; the rewording of a passage, giving

the meaning in another form.

parody – any humorous, satirical or off-beat imitation of a person, event, or serious literary work.

pastoral – poem dealing with the life of shepherds or with simple, rural existence.

pathos – that quality in a work of literature which evokes from the reader feelings of pity, tenderness, and sympathy.

Ex: the death of Lady Macduff is pathetic; that of Macbeth is tragic.

pentameter – a line of five metrical feet.  The pentameter line, the most widely used in English poetry, is the basis of 


such special metrical forms as blank verse, the heroic couplet, and the sonnet.

persona – the person who speaks in a literary work, generally the author’s “mask.”

personification – abstractions, animals, ideas or inanimate objects are endowed with human form, character, 

traits, or sensibilities. 

Ex: The waves danced along the shore.

persuasion – attempts to convince through emotion rather than pure logic.

platitude –a flat, stale or trite statement uttered as though it were fresh and important.

Ex: An apple a day keeps the doctor away.

poetic justice – the good are rewarded and the evil are punished.

poetic license – the liberty, usually limited to verse, taken by a poet to achieve certain effects.

point of view – perspective from which a work is written.

first person – from a character/protagonist’s point of view, in 1st person; (“I” or “we”).

objective – narration, recorded events as observed, without bias or insight.

omniscient – all-knowing, “god-like” as told by the author, in 3rd person; (“he”, “she”, “it”, or “they”).

limited omniscient – all-knowing for one character, from whose view the story is told in 3rd person.

prologue – an opening section of a longer work.  It often states a moral point or anticipates the theme and action;


(see also “induction”).

prose – literary expression not marked by rhyme or by metrical regularity.  Prose is the type of language used in novels,
 short stories, articles, etc.

protagonist – the central character(s).  He or she does NOT have to be the “good guy” 

Ex: The Godfather

pun – a play on words; words used in a double sense to create humorous effect.


Ex:  This omelette is “egg”ceptional.

quatrain – a stanza or poem of four lines; most common stanzaic form in English

realism –the objective and materialistic portrayal of reality, usually concerning ordinary people and things.

refrain – a line, or part of a line, or a group of lines that are repeated over the course of a poem or song.

register – speech patterns appropriate to particular situations.


Ex: Teenagers are more likely to use slang when talking to their friends than when talking to their grandparents.

repartée – dialogue characterized by clever and witty replies.

repetition – the repeated use of a certain structure, phrase, theme, sentence, etc.

requiem – any chant, hymn or musical service for the dead.

rhetorical question –  Something phrased as a question only for dramatic effect and not to seek an answer. 


Ex:  “Who cares?” (= nobody cares)

rhyme – a similarity of sound in words; two words rhyme when their accented vowels and all succeeding 

sounds are identical.    

Ex: fly, cry, my, sigh, die, high.

rhyme scheme – the pattern of rhymes used in a poem, usually indicated by letters of the alphabet.  The last word in the

first line is marked “a”; all end words that rhyme with this word are also marked “a”.  The first line that

 introduces a new rhyme is marked “b”.  This process continues throughout the poem.  If the first line rhymes
 with the third and the second with the fourth, the rhyme scheme is “abab.”

rhythm – resulting from uniform repetition of a beat or accent; the measured flow of words in poetry; can be expressed


 in terms of well-known rhythms.

Ex: The poem’s rhythm is like that of a nursery rhyme (or rap song etc).

rite of passage – an experience or ceremony which marks the transition from one stage of life to another.

Romanticism – a movement that flourished in literature, philosophy, music, and art in Western culture during most of the


nineteenth century, beginning as a revolt against classicism.

satire –illustrating the discrepancy between what something is like and what something should be.


Ex:  Animal Farm

scapegoat – a person who is made to bear blame or punishment that should rightly fall on others (named after the goat which, in ancient Jewish religious custom, was allowed to escape into the wilderness after the high priest had symbolically laid the sins of the people on it).

sensory words – words that appeal directly to the five senses.

setting – a place and time in which a play or story is set

sestet – a six line poem or stanza; usually used to refer to the last six lines of an Italian sonnet.

simile – a direct comparison of two unlike things which have one or more points of resemblance using words such as  

‘like’, ‘as’ or ‘than’. 

Ex: The sprinter was as swift as a fox.

slapstick – low comedy characterized by physical action, such as slipping on a banana.


Ex:  The three Stooges


       Jim Carrey

soliloquy – an extended speech in which a character alone on stage expresses his thoughts.  It may reveal private


emotions of the speaker, or it may often simultaneously give information.

sonnet – 

English/Shakespearean – a poem of 14 lines arranged in three quatrains (a quatrain is a stanza of 4 lines) and a couplet, with the rhyme scheme abab cdcd efef gg.


Italian/Petrarchan –  a poem of 14 lines arranged in an octave (8 lines) and a sestet (6 lines).  Line 9, the

turning point of the poem, is called the volta.  It usually rhymes abbaabba, cdecde (or cdcdcd).

Spenserian stanza – a nine line stanza with the following rhyme scheme: ababbcbcc; the first eight lines are written in 


iambic pentameter – the ninth line is written in iambic hexameter, and is called an alexandrine.

stanza – the arrangement of lines of verse in a pattern.  A stanza forms a division of a poem in much the same way that a

paragraph forms a division in prose.

stream of consciousness – a technique for the depiction of the thoughts and feelings which flow, with no 

apparent logic, through the mind of a character.

style -  The individual manner in which an author expresses himself or herself.  In fiction, style is basically determined by

such grammatical and sensory aspects as diction, sentences, and images.

symbol – a concrete object representing an abstract idea.   

Ex:  red rose = love

synecdoche – a part is used to represent a whole or a whole represents a part.

Ex: He asked for her hand in marriage.

Ex.  Canada is playing Russia in the finals.

syntax – The way in which words are arranged to form sentences, clauses, or phrases; sentence structure.

tercet – a stanza of three lines rhyming together or connected by rhyme.

terza rima – an Italian verse form consisting of a series of three-line stanzas in which the middle line of each stanza


rhymes with the first and third lines of the following stanza.

tetrameter –  a line of four metrical feet.


Ex. Though the following lines contain a variety of feet, they are all tetrameter:


Fe/Fi/Fo/Fum!


I smell/the blood/of an Eng/lishman


Be he/alive/or be/he dead


I’ll grind/his bones/to make/my bread.

theme – The central insight or controlling idea of a piece of literature.  It must be expressed in the form of a statement

(not a single word, not a command, not a moral).  It can be obvious but the idea is implied rather than stated by

the author.  A theme should be generally applicable to our lives; it should contain a degree of universality.

Ex: A common theme in Lord of the Flies and Macbeth is that the potential for evil lies within all people.

thesis – a statement or theory put forward and supported by arguments. 

tone -  The attitude a writer takes toward his or her subject, characters or audience.

topic statement: states the main idea of the paragraph; is usually placed at the beginning.

tragedy – in general, a literary work in which the protagonist meets an unhappy or disastrous end.

trimeter – a line of verse consisting of three metrical feet.

understatement – presenting something as less significant than it really is.

Ex: He could only die once, after all.

universality – quality, not limited to place or time, which gives significance and appeal to literature 

verisimilitude – appearance of truth or reality; a situation made believable by parallels or connections to real life.

vernacular – language of a country or district; homely speech; common spoken language.

verse – a single line of a poem; lines arranged in metrical patterns; the term “verse” is sometimes distinguished from 


poetry.

villanelle – an intricate verse form of French origin, consisting of several three-line stanzas and a concluding four-line


stanza.

voice – see “persona”.

volta – line nine in an Italian sonnet; literally meaning the “turning point.”

 wit – a brilliance and quickness of perception combined with a cleverness of expression.



