


Basic Literary Terms

1. Allegory

A story told on more than one level.

2. Alliteration 

Repetition of initial consonant sounds

3. Allusion 

Reference to a well-known person, place, event, literary work or work of art

4. Ambiguity

Possibility of interpreting a word, action or situation in more than one way

5. Analogy

Comparison of two things to show that they are alike in certain aspects.
6. Annotate

To comment upon something with critical or explanatory notes

7. Antagonist

A character or force in conflict with a main character (protagonist).

8. Aphorism

A short, pithy saying expressing a general truth or astute observation
9. Archetype

An original model or prototype; characters, themes, or symbols that have universal 


meanings or express basic human experiences (death, rebirth, quest…)

10. Character

A person or animal who takes part in the action of a literary work.


Flat Character    
Not developed (we see only one side)

Round Character 
Fully developed (we see many different traits) 




Static Character  
Does not change

Dynamic Character
Develops and grows

11. Characterization
The process by which the writer reveals the personality of a character.





Direct Characterization
The writer directly states the character’s traits (i.e. kind)




Indirect Characterization The writer tells what a character looks like, does, says, 



and how other characters react; readers must draw their own conclusions 

12. Climax


High point of interest or suspense in a plot; point of greatest emotional intensity.

13. Conflict


A struggle or clash between opposing characters, forces or emotions. 




(Man v. Man / Man v. Society / Man v. Nature / Man v. Self)




External Conflict: Main character v. outside force (man, society, nature)




Internal Conflict:  Main character v. himself/herself

14. Connotation

Associations and implications that go beyond the literal meaning of a word
15. Denotation

The direct or literal meaning of a word

16. Exposition

The part of the plot that introduces the characters, setting, and basic situation.

17. Fable


A short tale to teach a moral lesson, often with animals or objects as characters

18. Falling Action

The part of the plot that unravels the complications.

19. Figurative Language
 Writing or speech not meant to be interpreted literally; imaginative comparison




(hyperbole, metaphor, onomatopoeia, personification, simile, symbol)

20. Foil


A character who is used as a contrast to another character.

21. Genre


The category to which a literary work belongs (drama, epic, novel, short story)

22. Hyperbole

Figure of speech that uses exaggeration to express a strong sentiment or create

(also Overstatement)
a comic effect.

23. Irony


A contrast between expectations & result; meaning & intention; appearance & reality.




Dramatic Irony: Contradiction between what a character thinks and what the audience 




knows to be true




Situational Irony: An event that contradicts the expectations of the characters or the 


audience




Verbal Irony: A word or phrase used to suggest the opposite of its usual meaning

24. Juxtaposition

Placing of unlike things next to each other for emphasis

25. Metaphor

A figure of speech that makes a comparison between two seemingly unlike things 


without using connecting words such as like, as, than, or resembles.

26. Mood


The overall emotion created by a work of literature.

27. Motif


A recurring subject, idea, word, shape, color, etc. in a work of literature
28. Narrative

Any work or literature, written or oral, that tells a story.

29. Narrator

The person or character who tells a story.




First-Person
A character in the story tells the story



Third-Person
A voice outside the story tells the story (limited point of view)




Omniscient
Third-person narrator who is all-knowing; can tell readers what 





any character in the story thinks or feels

30. Oxymoron

Form of paradox in which two contradictory words are used together (“original copy”)
31. Paradox

Statement that appears to be self-contradictory, but is actually valid or true

32. Personification

A metaphor in which a non-human thing or quality is talked about as if it were human.

33. Plot


The series of related events that make up a narrative.




(exposition, rising action, climax, falling action, denouement [resolution])

34. Prose


Ordinary form of written or spoken language, without metrical structure (as 



distinguished from poetry or verse)

35. Protagonist

The main character in a literary work

36. Realism

Accurate depiction of everyday life

37. Resolution
 
The solving of the conflict. (also called Denouement)

38. Rising Action

Accelerates and adds complications to the plot.

39. Romanticism

Life portrayed through subjective experience, innovation, imagination

40. Satire


Literary technique that makes fun of human folly.

41. Simile 


Figure of speech that makes a comparison between two seemingly unlike things by 


using a connective word such as like, as, than, or resembles.

42. Symbol


A person, place, thing or event that stands both for itself and something beyond itself.

43. Theme


The central idea or insight of a work of literature. (A declarative statement that is 



arguable and significant.)

44. Tone


The attitude a writer takes toward the reader, a subject, or a character.

45. Voice


The presence of the author that lies behind a piece of writing
