Glossary of Literary
and Rhetorical Terms

Allegory A form of symbolism in which ideas or abstract qualities are repre-
sented as characters or events in a story, novel, or play. For example, in the
medieval drama Everyman, Fellowship, Kindred, and Goods, the friends of
the title character, will not accompany him on his end-of-life journey, and he
must depend on Good Works, whom he has previously neglected.

Alliteration Repetition of the same consonant sounds, usually at the begin-
ning of words:

Should the glee—glaze—
In Death’s—stiff—stare—
—Emily Dickinson
Allusion An indirect reference to some character or event in literature, histo-
ry, or mythology that enriches the meaning of the passage. For example, the

title of W. H. Auden’s poem “The Unknown Citizen” is an ironic allusion to
the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier.

Ambiguity Something that may be validly interpreted in more than one way;
double meaning.

Anapest See Meter.

Antagonist The character (or a force such as war or poverty) in a drama,
poem, or work of fiction whose actions oppose those of the protagonist (hero
or heroine).

Anticlimax A trivial event following immediately after significant events.

Apostrophe A poetic figure of speech in which a personification is addressed:

You sea! I resign myself to you also—I guess what you mean.
—Walt Whitman

Archetype A recurring character type, plot, symbol, or theme of seemingly
universal significance: the blind prophet figure, the journey to the under-
world, the sea as source of life, the initiation theme.
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Assonance The repetition of similar vowel sounds within syllables:

On desperate seas long wont to roam
—Edgar Allan Poe

Atmosphere See Mood.
Audience In composition, the readers for whom a piece of writing is intended.

Ballad A narrative poem in four-line stanzas, rhyming xaxa, often sung or
recited as a folk tale. The x means that those two lines do not rhyme.

Blank Verse Unrhymed iambic pentameter, the line that most closely resem-
bles speech in English:

When I see birches bend to left and right
Across the lines of straighter darker trees,
I like to think some boy’s been swinging them.

—Robert Frost

Carpe Diem Literally, seize the day, a phrase applicable to many lyric poems
advocating lustful living:

Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,

Old time is still a-flying:

And this same flower that smiles today
Tomorrow will be dying.

—Robert Herrick

Catharsis In classical tragedy, the purging of pity and fear experienced by the
audience at the end of the play; a “there but for the grace of the gods go 1”
sense of relief.

Chorus In Greek drama, a group (often led by an individual) who comments
on or interprets the action of the play.

Climax The point toward which the action of a plot builds as the conflicts
become increasingly intense or complex; the turning point.

Coherence In good writing, the orderly, logical relationship among the many
parts—the smooth moving forward of ideas through clearly related sentences.
Also see Unity.

Comedy A play, light in tone, designed to amuse and entertain, that usually
ends happily, often with a marriage.

Comedy of Manners A risqué play satirizing the conventions of courtship
and marriage.

Complication The rising action of a plot during which the conflicts build
toward the climax.


http://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/herrick

1130  The Editing Process

Conceit A highly imaginative, often startling, figure of speech drawing an
analogy between two unlike things in an ingenious way:

In this sad state, God’s tender bowels run
Out streams of grace....

—Edward Taylor

Concrete That which can be touched, seen, or tasted; not abstract. Concrete
illustrations make abstractions easier to understand.

Conflict The antagonism between opposing characters or forces that causes
tension or suspense in the plot.

Connotation The associations that attach themselves to many words, deeply
affecting their literal meanings (e.g., politician, statesman).

Consonance Close repetition of the same consonant sounds preceded by dif-
terent vowel sounds (flesh/flash or breed/bread). At the end of lines of poetry,
this pattern produces half-rhyme.

Controlling Idea See Thesis.

Controlling Image In a short story, novel, play, or poem, an image that recurs
and carries such symbolic significance that it embodies the theme of the
work, as the quilts do in Walker’s “Everyday Use,” and as the grass does in
Whitman’s “Leaves of Grass.”

Convention An accepted improbability in a literary work, such as the dra-
matic aside, in which an actor turns from the stage and addresses the audi-
ence.

Couplet Two rhymed lines of poetry:

For thy sweet love remembered such wealth brings
That then I scorn to change my state with kings.

— William Shakespeare
Crisis See Climax.
Dactyl See Meter.
Denotation The literal dictionary meaning of a word.

Denouement Literally, the “untying”; the resolution of the conflicts follow-
ing the climax (or crisis) of a plot.

Diction Words chosen in writing or speaking.

Double Entendre A double meaning, one of which usually carries sexual sug-
gestions, as in the country-western song about a truck driver who calls his
wife long distance to say he is bringing his “big ol’ engine” home to her.

Dramatic Irony See Irony.

Dramatic Monologue A poem consisting of a self-revealing speech delivered
by one person to a silent listener; for instance, Robert Browning’s “My Last
Duchess.”


http://daphne.palomar.edu/shakespeare
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Dramatic Point of View See Point of View.

Elegy A poem commemorating someone’s death but usually encompassing a
larger issue as well.

Empathy Literally, “feeling in”; the emotional identification that a reader or
an audience feels with a character.

English Sonnet See Sonnet.
Epigram A short, witty saying that often conveys a bit of wisdom:

Heaven for climate; hell for society.
—Mark Twain

Epigraph A quotation at the beginning of a poem, novel, play, or essay that
suggests the theme of the work.

Epilogue The concluding section of a literary work, usually a play, in which
loose threads are tied together or a moral is drawn.

Epiphany A moment of insight in which somethlng simple and commonplace
is seen in a new way and, as James ]oyce said, “its soul, its whatness leaps to
us from the vestment of its appearance.’

Episode In a narrative, a unified sequence of events; in Greek drama, the
action between choruses.

Exposition That part of a plot devoted to supplying background information,
explaining events that happened before the current action.

Fable A story, usually using symbolic characters and settings, designed to
teach a lesson.

Falling Action In classical dramatic structure, the part of a play after the cli-
max, in which the consequences of the conflict are revealed. Also see
Denouement.

Figurative Language Words that carry suggestive or symbolic meaning
beyond the literal level.

First-Person Point of View See Point of View.

Flashback Part of a narrative that interrupts the chronological flow by relat-
ing events from the past.

Flat Character In contrast to a well-developed round character, a flat one is
stereotyped or shallow, not seeming as complex as real people; flat characters
are often created deliberately to give them a symbolic role, like Faith in
“Young Goodman Brown.”

Foil A character, usually a minor one, who emphasizes the qualities of anoth-
er one through implied contrast between the two.

Foot A unit of poetic rhythm. See Meter.

Foreshadowing FEarly clues about what will happen later in a narrative or
play.


http://marktwain.miningco.com/
http://www.2street.com/joyce
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Italian Sonnet See Sonnet.

Jargon The specialized words and expressions belonging to certain profes-
sions, sports, hobbies, or social groups. Sometimes any tangled and incom-
prehensible prose is called jargon.

Juxtaposition The simultaneous presentation of two conflicting images or
ideas, designed to make a point of the contrast: for example, an elaborate and
well-kept church surrounded by squalorous slums.

Limited Point of View See Point of View.
Lyric A poem that primarily expresses emotion.

Metaphor A figure of speech that makes an imaginative comparison between
two literally unlike things:

Sylvia’s face was a pale star.

Metaphysical Poetry A style of poetry (usually associated with seventeenth-
century poet John Donne) that boasts intellectual, complex, and even strained
images (called conceits), which frequently link the personal and familiar to the
cosmic and mysterious. Also see Conceit.

Meter Recurring patterns of stressed and unstressed syllables in poetry. A
metrical unit is called a foor. There are four basic patterns of stress: an iamb,
or iambic foot, which consists of an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed
one (before, return); a trochee, or trochaic foot, which consists of a stressed sylla-
ble followed by an unstressed one (funny, double); an anapest, or anapestic foot,
which consists of two unstressed syllables followed by a stressed one (contra-
dict); and a dactyl, or dactylic foot, which consists of a stressed syllable followed
by two unstressed ones (merrily, syllable). One common variation is the
spondee, or spondaic foot, which consists of two stressed syllables (mzoonshine,
football).

Lines are classified according to the number of metrical feet they contain:
monometer (one foot), dimeter (two feet), trimeter (three feet), tetrameter (four
feet), pentameter (five feet), hexameter (six feet), and so on.

Metonymy A figure of speech in which the name of one thing is substituted
for that of something else closely associated with it—for example, the White
House (meaning the president or the whole executive branch), or the pen is
mightier than the sword (meaning written words are more powerful than mili-

tary force).

Mood The emotional content of a scene or setting, usually described in terms
of feeling: somber, gloomy, joyful, expectant. A/so see Tone.

Motif A pattern of identical or similar images recurring throughout a passage
or entire work.

Myth A traditional story involving deities and heroes, usually expressing and
inculcating the established values of a culture.

Narrative A story line in prose or verse.


http://www.tuxedo.org/~esr/jargon 
http://www.luminarium.org/sevenlit/donne
http://www.library.utoronto.ca/utel/rp/poems/ke
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First person—someone, often the main character, tells the story as he or she
experienced it (and uses the pronoun I).

Ommniscient—the narrator knows everything about the characters and events
and can move about in time and place and into the minds of all the characters.
Limited—the story is limited to the observations, thoughts, and feelings of a
single character (not identified as I).

Shifting—a limited view which can shift to the perspective of more than one
character.

Objective or dramatic—the actions and conversations are presented in detail as
they occur, more or less objectively, without any comment from the author
or a narrator.

Unreliable—narrated from the point of view of a character unable or perhaps
unwilling to give a fully accurate account.

Prewriting The process that writers use to gather ideas, consider audience,
determine purpose, develop a thesis and tentative structure (plan), and gen-
erally prepare for the actual writing stage.

Primary Source The literary work under consideration by the reader.

Protagonist The main character in drama or fiction, sometimes called the
hero or heroine.

Pun A verbal joke based on the similarity of sound between words that have
different meanings:

They went and to/d the sexton and the sexton to/led the bell.
—Thomas Hood

Quatrain A four-line stanza of poetry, which can have any number of rhyme
schemes.

Resolution The conclusion of the conflict in a fictional or dramatic plot. Also
see Denouement and Falling Action.

Rhyme  Similar or identical sounds between words, usually the end sounds in
lines of verse (brain/strain; liguor/quicker).

Rhythm The recurrence of stressed and unstressed syllables in a regular pat-
tern. Also see Meter.

Rising Action The complication and development of the conflict leading to
the climax in a plot.

Round Character A literary character with sufficient complexity to be con-
vincing, true to life.

Sarcasm A form of verbal irony that presents caustic and bitter disapproval in
the guise of praise. Also see Irony.

Satire Literary expression that uses humor and wit to attack and expose
human folly and weakness. Also see Parody.

Secondary Source Critical material from the library or the Internet (articles,
reviews, books, sections of books).


http://www.lang.nagoya-u.ac.jp/~matsuoka/Hood.html
http://www.cs.cmu.edu/~dougb/rhyme.html
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Sentimentality The attempt to produce an emotional response that exceeds
the circumstances and to draw from the readers a stock response instead of a
genuine emotional response.

Setting The time and place in which a story, play, or novel occurs. Also see
Mood.

Shakespearean Sonnet See Sonnet.

Simile A verbal comparison in which a similarity is expressed directly, using
like or as:

houses leaning together like conspirators.
—James Joyce

Also see Metaphor.
Situational Irony  See Irony.

Soliloquy A speech in which a dramatic character reveals what is going
through his or her mind by talking aloud to herself or himself. Also see
Dramatic Monologue.

Sonnet A poem of fourteen ten-syllable lines, arranged in a pattern of rhyme
schemes. The English or Shakespearean sonnet uses seven rhymes that divide
the poem into three quatrains and a couplet: abab, cdcd, efef, gg. The Iralian
sonnet usually divides into an octave (eight lines) and a sestet (six lines) by
using only five rhymes: abba, abba, cdecde. (The rhyme scheme of the sestet

varies widely from sonnet to sonnet.)
Speaker The voice or person presenting a poem.
Spondee See Meter.

Standard English  The language that is written and spoken by most educated
persons of English-speaking countries.

Stereotype An oversimplified, commonly held image or opinion about a per-
son, a race, or an issue.

Stilted Language Words and expressions that are too formal for the writing
situation; unnatural, artificial language.

Structure The general plan, framework, or form of a piece of writing.

Style Individuality of expression, achieved in writing through the selection
and arrangement of words and punctuation.

Subplot Secondary plot in a novel or play, usually reinforcing the main theme
but sometimes just providing interest, excitement, or comic relief.

Symbol Something that suggests or stands for an idea, quality, or concept
larger than itself: the lion is a symbol of courage; a voyage or journey can
symbolize life; water suggests spirituality, dryness the lack thereof.

Synecdoche A figure of speech in which some prominent feature is used to
name the whole, or vice versa—for example, @ sail in the barbor (meaning a
ship), or call the law (meaning call the law enforcement officers).


http://members.aol.com/ericblomqu/sonnet.htm




