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AP Literature & Composition: Summer Work 2026-2027 

 

Greetings, AP students. In spirit, AP Lit. is the equivalent of one or two college composition 

courses. To prepare for this challenging class, over the summer you will (I) complete a written 

exercise on literary terminology and (II) read a gigantic, intoxicating Russian novel. In addition, 

you should (III) expect an essay test on the book during the first week of school. The novel is 

Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment. I recommend, but do not require, the Oliver Ready 

translation published by Penguin in 2014 (purchase here). Review all instructions before 

beginning, for the writing and reading assignments are interwoven. 

 

I. Catalogue of literary terms 

Since jargon is crucial for success in AP Literature, your first task is pedantic reconnaissance. 

A. Use the attached glossary (by X.J. Kennedy & Dana Gioia) to learn the formal definitions 

of the following twenty terms (or “literary devices”). Our list is organized by content, not 

alphabet; terms are clustered by resemblance and juxtaposed for illuminating contrast. 

B. On lined paper, following the same order, (1) write and number each term, then (2) hand-

copy the Kennedy & Gioia definition. But (3) leave space after each definition for one 

more addition, described next. 

C. As you read Crime and Punishment, watch for literary devices. When you find one, add a 

handwritten quotation after the relevant definition. This quote should illustrate the 

definition, clarifying and exemplifying its meaning. Perhaps it will be a straightforward 

example of the device (e.g., a sentence containing an allusion); it might contain the 

precise opposite device (e.g., editorial rather than impartial omniscience); it might only 

be suitable for explaining the term (e.g., a phrase with important connotations). After 

copying, underline the key word(s), add the page number (not chapter number) at the end, 

and, when necessary, explain the quotation’s relevance in no more than three sentences. 

 

1. Allusion (aka Indirect Reference) 
 

2. Connotation 

3. Denotation 
 

4. Imagery 

5. Symbol 
 

6. Verbal Irony 

7. Dramatic Irony 

8. Cosmic Irony 
 

9. Overstatement (aka Hyperbole) 

10. Understatement (aka Litotes) 

11. Metaphor 

12. Simile 
 

13. Omniscient narrator 

14. Nonparticipant narrator 

15. First-person narrator 
 

16. Limited omniscience 

17. Editorial omniscience 

18. Impartial omniscience 
 

19. Protagonist 

20. Antagonist 

 

II. How to read Crime and Punishment—or any novel 

1. Before reading, consult the title page, back cover, and (if available) epigraph and 

biographical sketch of the author. What do these features reveal or imply about the book 

you are about to read? When and where was it written? What is its “place” in history? 

2. How many chapters in the book? Are they titled? What do these titles suggest? 

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/318117/crime-and-punishment-by-fyodor-dostoyevsky
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3. Skip every introductory essay or note not written by the author. They may be useful later, 

but too often they spoil the plot and prejudice interpretation. 

4. While reading, keep a running list of characters—names, titles, quirks, relations (family, 

friends, neighborhood, business, town, nation), and significant roles in the plot. Russian 

novels translated into English often include character lists. Russians love nicknames! 

5. Also keep a running list of settings, which means both time and place. Make a timeline; 

consult a map. 

6. At the end of each chapter, summarize the plot in one or two sentences, focusing on 

major events, which usually involve conflict. Each time you resume reading, review and 

refine your earlier plot summaries. 

7. Finally, keep a running list of passages that seem important, even if you cannot say why. 

This is a matter of intuition or “Spidey sense.” Include the page number. 

8. After reading, review your plot summaries. Are they fair? If not, improve them by 

addition and deletion, foreshadowing and echo, concision and precision. 

9. Once your plot summaries are sound, answer two “global” questions: Who is the novel’s 

main character? and What is the most important event in the novel? If this proves 

difficult, start small: Who changes most? and Which event most alters the story? Then 

widen the lens: How does the protagonist change (in personality, circumstance, thought)? 

Why does the protagonist change (from what crucial act, event, choice, cause)? 

10. Retitle the book using your answers to the global questions. Begin with a phrase 

featuring the main character, then add a colon, then add a subtitle in the form of an 

extended clause (or two) recounting the aftermath of the crucial event. This task is 

inspired by English novels of the 17th and 18th centuries, when lengthy titles were normal, 

since they functioned as movie trailers, advertising and “previewing” the story. E.g.: 

a. John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress from This World, to That Which Is to Come: 

Delivered under the Similitude of a Dream Wherein is Discovered, The manner of his 

setting out, His Dangerous Journey; And safe Arrival at the Desired Country. (1678) 

b. Daniel Defoe, The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures of Robinson Crusoe of 

York, Mariner: Who lived Eight and Twenty Years, all alone in an un-inhabited 

Island on the Coast of America, near the Mouth of the Great River of Oroonoque; 

Having been cast on Shore by Shipwreck, wherein all the Men perished but himself. 

With An Account how he was at last strangely deliver’d by Pyrates. (1719) 

11. Finally, novels are always about the human race: human beings, men and women, 

children, individuals, you. What does this particular novel say about our kind? As you 

consider, review your list of “passages that seem important” (#7 above). 

 

I will not be collecting any of these notes. They are my recommendations to help you read well, 

prepare for the essay test, and establish healthy habits and rhythms for our class. (Advice adapted 

from Susan Wise Bauer, The Well-Educated Mind, Norton, 2003.) 

 

Feel free to email me with questions throughout the summer at sholler@ecseagles.com. I usually 

respond pretty quickly, but I take vacations, too. Late July is always busy, as faculty gear up for 

in-service. 

mailto:sholler@ecseagles.com
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Abstract diction See Diction. 
Accent An emphasis or stress placed on a syllable in speech. Clear pronunciation of 

polysyllabic words almost always depends on correct placement of their accents 
(e.g., de-sett and de-sert are two different words and parts of speech, depending on 
their accent). Accent or speech stress is the basis of most meters in English. (See also 
Accentual meter, Meter.) 

Accentual meter A meter that uses a consistent number of strong speech stresses per 
line. The number of unstressed syllables may vary, as long as the accented syllables 
do not. Much popular poetry, such as rap and nursery rhymes, is written in accentual 
meter. 

Acrostic A poem in which the initial letters of each line, when read downward, spell 
out a hidden word or words (often the name of a beloved person). Acrostics date 
back as far as the Hebrew Bible and classical Greek poetry. 

Allegory A narrative in verse or prose in which the literal events (persons, places, and 
things) consistently point to a parallel sequence of symbolic ideas. This narrative 
strategy is often used to dramatize abstract ideas, historical events, religious systems, 
or political issues. An allegory has two levels of meaning: a literal level that tells a 
surface story and a symbolic level in which the abstract ideas unfold. The names of 
allegorical characters often hint at their symbolic roles. For example, in Nathaniel 
Hawthorne's "Young Goodman Brown," Faith is not only the name of the 
protagonist's wife but also a symbol of the protagonist's religious faith. 

Alliteration The repetition of two or more consonant sounds in successive words in a 
line of verse or prose. Alliteration can be used at the beginning of words ("cool 
cats"—initial alliteration) or internally on stressed syllables ("In kitchen cups 
concupiscent curds"—which combines initial and internal alliteration). Allitera-
tion was a central feature of Anglo-Saxon poetry and is still used by contemporary 
writers. 

All-knowing narrator See Omniscient narrator. 
Allusion A brief (and sometimes indirect) reference in a text to a person, place, or 

thing—fictitious or actual. An allusion may appear in a literary work as an initial 
quotation, a passing mention of a name, or as a phrase borrowed from another 
writer—often carrying the meanings and implications of the original. Allusions im-
ply a common set of knowledge between reader and writer and operate as a literary 
shorthand to enrich the meaning of a text. 

Analysis The examination of a piece of literature as a means of understanding its sub-
ject or structure. An effective analysis often clarifies a work by focusing on a single 
element such as tone, irony, symbolism, imagery, or rhythm in a way that enhances 
the reader's understanding of the whole. Analysis comes from the Greek word 
meaning to "undo," to "loosen." 



Anapest A metrical foot in verse in which two unstressed syllables are followed by a 
stressed syllable, as in "on a boat" or "in a slump" (See also Meter.) 

Anecdote A short narrative usually consisting of a single incident or episode. Often 
humorous, anecdotes can be real or fictional. When they appear within a larger nar-
rative as a brief story told by one character to another, the author usually employs 
them to reveal something significant to the larger narrative. 

Antagonist The most significant character or force that opposes the protagonist in 
a narrative or drama. The antagonist may be another character, society itself, a 
force of nature, or even—in modern literature—conflicting impulses within the 
protagonist. 

Anticlimax An unsatisfying and trivial turn of events in a literary work that occurs in 
place of a genuine climax. An anticlimax often involves a surprising shift in tone 
from the lofty or serious into the petty or ridiculous. The term is often used nega-
tively to denote a feeble moment in a plot in which an author fails to create an in-
tended effect. Anticlimax, however, can also be a strong dramatic device when a 
writer uses it for humorous or ironic effect. 

Antihero A protagonist who is lacking in one or more of the conventional qualities 
attributed to a hero. Instead of being dignified, brave, idealistic, or purposeful, for in-
stance, the antihero may be buffoonish, cowardly, self-interested, or weak. The anti-
hero is often considered an essentially modern form of characterization, a satiric or 
frankly realistic commentary on traditional portrayals of idealized heroes or hero-
ines. Modern examples range from Kafka's many protagonists to Beckett's tramps in 
Waiting for Godot. 

Antithesis Words, phrases, clauses, or sentences set in deliberate contrast to one an-
other. Antithesis balances opposing ideas, tones, or structures, usually to heighten 
the effect of a statement. 

Apostrophe A direct address to someone or something. In poetry an apostrophe often 
addresses something not ordinarily spoken to (e.g., "O mountain!"). In an apostro-
phe, a speaker may address an inanimate object, a dead or absent person, an abstract 
thing, or a spirit. Apostrophe is often used to provide a speaker with means to 
articulate thoughts aloud. 

Apprenticeship novel See Bildungsromcin. 
Archetype A recurring symbol, character, landscape, or event found in myth and lit-

erature across different cultures and eras. The idea of the archetype came into liter-
ary criticism from the Swiss psychologist Carl Jung who believed that all individuals 
share a "collective unconscious," a set of primal memories common to the human 
race that exists in our subconscious. An example of an archetypal character is the 
devil who may appear in pure mythic form (as in John Milton's Paradise Lost) but 
occurs more often in a disguised form like Fagin in Charles Dickens's Oliver Twist or 
Abner Snopes in William Faulkner's "Barn Burning." 

Arena theater A modern, nontraditional performance space in which the audience 
surrounds the stage on four sides. The stage can be circular, square, rectangular, or 
ellipsoidal. In contrast to the picture-frame stage, with its privileged single point of 
view from the center of the orchestra seats, arena staging favors no one portion of 
the audience. 

Aside In drama a few words or short passage spoken in an undertone or to the 
audience. By convention, other characters onstage are deaf to the aside. 

Assonance The repetition of two or more vowel sounds in successive words, which 
creates a kind of rhyme. Like alliteration, the assonance may occur ini tially ("all the 



awful auguries") or internally ("white lilacs"). Assonance may be used to focus atten-
tion on key words or concepts. Assonance also helps make a phrase or line more 
memorable. 

Atmosphere The dominant mood or feeling that pervades all or part of a literary 
work. Atmosphere is the total effect conveyed by the author's use of language, 
images, and physical setting. Atmosphere is often used to foreshadow the ultimate 
climax in a narrative. 

Auditory imagery A word or sequence of words that refers to the sense of hearing. 
(See also Imagery.) 

Augustan age This term has two related meanings. First, it originally referred to the 
greatest period of Roman literature under the Emperor Augustus (27 B.C.—14 A.D.) 
in which Virgil, Horace, and Ovid wrote. Second, it refers to the early eighteenth 
century in English literature, a neoclassical period dominated by Alexander Pope, 
Thomas Gray, and Jonathan Swift. English Augustan poetry was characteristically 
formal in both structure and diction. 

Authorial intrusion See Editorial point of view. 

Ballad Traditionally, a song that tells a story. The ballad was originally an oral verse 
form—sung or recited and transmitted from performer to performer without being 
written down. Ballads are characteristically compressed, dramatic, and objective in 
their narrative style. There are many variations to the ballad form, most consisting 
of quatrains (made up of lines of three or four metrical feet) in a simple rhyme 
scheme. (See also Ballad stanza.) 

Ballad stanza The most common pattern of ballad makers consists of four lines 
rhymed abcby in which the first and third lines have four metrical feet and the 
second and fourth lines have three feet (4> 3, 4, 3). 

Bathos In poetry, an unintentional lapse from the sublime to the ridiculous or trivial. 
Bathos differs from anticlimax, in that the latter is a deliberate effect, often for the 
purpose of humor or contrast, whereas bathos occurs through failure. 

Bildungsroman German for "novel of growth and development." Sometimes called 
an apprenticeship novel, this genre depicts a youth who struggles toward maturity, 
forming a worldview or philosophy of life. Dickens's David Copperfield and Joyce's 
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man are classic examples of the genre. 

Biographical criticism The practice of analyzing a literary work by using knowledge of 
the author's life to gain insight. 

Biography A factual account of a person's life, examining all available information or 
texts relevant to the subject. 

Blank verse The most common and well-known meter of unrhymed poetry in Eng-
lish. Blank verse contains five iambic feet per line and is never rhymed. (Blank 
means "unrhymed.") Many literary works have been written in blank verse, includ-
ing Tennyson's "Ulysses" and Frost's "Mending Wall." Shakespeare's plays are written 
primarily in blank verse. (See also Iambic pentameter.) 

Blues A type of folk music originally developed by African Americans in the South, 
often about some pain or loss. Blues lyrics traditionally consist of three-line stanzas 
in which the first two identical lines are followed by a third concluding, rhyming 
line. The influence of the blues is fundamental in virtually all styles of contemporary 
pop—jazz, rap, rock, gospel, country, and rhythm and blues. 

Box set The illusion of scenic realism for interior rooms was achieved in the early nine-
teenth century with the development of the box set, consisting of three walls that 



joined in two comers and a ceiling that tilted as if seen in perspective. The "fourth 
wall," invisible, ran parallel to the proscenium arch. By the middle of the nineteenth 
century, the addition of realistic props and furnishings made it possible for actors to be-
have onstage as if they inhabited private space, oblivious to the presence of an audi-
ence, even turning their backs to the audience if the dramatic situation required it. 

Broadside ballads Poems printed on a single sheet of paper, often set to traditional 
tunes. Most broadside ballads, which originated in the late sixteenth century, were 
an early form of verse journalism, cheap to print, and widely circulated. Often they 
were humorous or pathetic accounts of sensational news events. 

Burlesque Incongruous imitation of either the style or subject matter of a serious 
genre, humorous due to the disparity between the treatment and the subject. On the 
nineteenth-century English stage, the burlesque was a broad caricature, parody, 
travesty, or take-off of popular plays, opera, or current events. Gilbert and Sullivan's 
Victorian operettas, for example, burlesqued grand opera. 

Cacophony A harsh, discordant sound often mirroring the meaning of the context 
in which it is used. For example, "Grate on the scrannel pipes of wretched straw" 
(Milton's "Lycidas"). The opposite of cacophony is euphony. 

Caesura, cesura A pause within a line of verse. Traditionally, caesuras appear near 
the middle of a line, but their placement may be varied to create expressive rhyth-
mic effects. A caesura will usually occur at a mark of punctuation, but there can be a 
caesura even if no punctuation is present. 

Carpe diem Latin for "seize the day." Originally said in Horace's famous "Odes 1(11)," 
this phrase has been applied to characterize much lyric poetry concerned with 
human mortality and the passing of time. 

Central intelligence The character through whose sensibility and mind a story is told. 
Henry James developed this term to describe a narrator—not the author—whose 
perceptions shape the way a story is presented. (See also Narrator.) 

Character An imagined figure inhabiting a narrative or drama. By convention, the 
reader or spectator endows the fictional character with moral, dispositional, and 
emotional qualities expressed in what the character says—the dialogue—and by 
what he or she does—the action. What a character says and does in any particular 
situation is motivated by his or her desires, temperament, and moral nature. (See also 
Dynamic character and Flat character.) 

Character development The process in which a character is introduced, advanced, 
and possibly transformed in a story. This development can prove to be either static 
(the character's personality is unchanging throughout the narrative) or dynamic 
(the character's personality undergoes some meaningful change during the course of 
the narrative). (See also Dynamic character.) 

Characterization The techniques a writer uses to create, reveal, or develop the 
characters in a narrative. (See also Character.) 

Child ballads American scholar Francis J. Child compiled a collection of over three 
hundred authentic ballads in his book The English and Scottish Popular Ballads 
(1882-1898). He demonstrated that these ballads were the creations of oral folk 
culture. These works have come to be called Child ballads. 

Clerihew A comic verse form named for its inventor, Edmund Clerihew Bentley. A 
clerihew7 begins with the name of a person and consists of two metrically awkward, 
rhymed couplets. Humorous and often insulting, clerihews serve as ridiculous 
biographies, usually of famous people. 



Climax The moment of greatest intensity in a story, which almost inevitably occurs 
toward the end of the work. The climax often takes the form of a decisive con-, 
frontation between the protagonist and antagonist. In a conventional story, the cli-
max is followed by the resolution or denouement in which the effects and results of 
the climactic action are presented. (See also Falling action, Rising action.) 

Closed couplet Two rhymed lines that contain an independent and complete thought 
or statement. The closed couplet usually pauses lightly at the end of the first line; 
the second is more heavily end-stopped, or "closed." When such couplets are writ-
ten in rhymed iambic pentameter, they are called heroic couplets. (See also 
Couplet.) 

Closed denouement One of two types of conventional denouement or resolution in a 
narrative. In closed denouement, the author ties everything up at the end of the 
story so that little is left unresolved. (See also Open denouement.) 

Closed form A generic term that describes poetry written in some preexisting pattern 
of meter, rhyme, line, or stanza. A closed form produces a prescribed structure as in 
the triolet, with a set rhyme scheme and line length. Closed forms include the 
sonnet, sestina, villanelle, ballade, and rondeau. 

Close reading A method of analysis involving careful step-by-step explication of a 
poem in order to understand how various elements work together. Close reading is a 
common practice of formalist critics in the study of a text. 

Closet drama A play or dramatic poem designed to be read aloud rather than per-
formed. Many post-Renaissance verse dramas like Milton's Samson Agonistes (1671) 
or Byron's Manfred (1817) are examples of closet drama. 

Colloquial English The casual or informal but correct language of ordinary native 
speakers, which may include contractions, slang, and shifts in grammar, vocabulary, 
and diction. Wordsworth helped introduce colloquialism into English poetry, chal-
lenging the past constraints of highly formal language in verse and calling for the poet 
to become "a man speaking to men." Conversational in tone, colloquial is derived from 
the Latin colloquium, "speaking together." (See also Diction, Levels of diction.) 

Comedy A literary work aimed at amusing an audience. Comedy is one of the basic 
modes of storytelling and can be adapted to most literary forms—from poetry to 
film. In traditional comic plotting, the action often involves the adventures of 
young lovers, who face obstacles and complications that threaten disaster but are 
overturned at the last moment to produce a happy ending. Comic situations or 
comic characters can provide humor in tragicomedy and even in tragedies (the 
gravediggers in Hamlet). 

Comedy of manners A realistic form of comic drama that flourished with seven-
teenth-century playwrights such as Moliere and English Restoration dramatists. It 
deals with the social relations and sexual intrigues of sophisticated, intelligent, up-
per-class men and women, whose verbal fencing and witty repartee produce the 
principal comic effects. Stereotyped characters from contemporary life, such as 
would-be wits, jealous husbands, conniving rivals, country bumpkins, and foppish 
dandies, reveal by their deviations from the norm the decorum and conventional 
behaviors expected in polite society. William Congreve's The Way of the World 
(1700) is considered the finest example of Restoration comedy of manners. Modern 
examples include G. B. Shaw (Arms and the Man), Noel Coward (Private Lives), or 
Tom Stoppard (Arcadia). 

Comic relief The appearance of a comic situation, character, or clownish humor in 
the midst of a serious action that introduces a sharp contrast in mood. The drunken 



porter in Macbeth, who imagines himself the doorkeeper of Hell, not only provides 
comic relief but intensifies the horror of Macbeth's murder of King Duncan. 

Coming-of-age story See Initiation story. 
Commedia delVarte A form of comic drama developed by guilds of professional Italian 

actors in the mid-sixteenth century. Playing stock characters, masked commedia 
players improvised dialogue around a given scenario (a brief outline marking en-
trances of characters and the main course of action). In a typical play a pair of young 
lovers (played without masks), aided by a clever servant (Harlequin), outwit older 
masked characters. 

Common meter A highly .regular form of ballad meter with two sets of rhymes—abab. 
"Amazing Grace" and many other hymns are in common meter. (See also Ballad 
stanza.) 

Comparison In the analysis or criticism of literature, one may place two works side-
by-side to point out their similarities. The product of this, a comparison, may be 
more meaningful when paired with its counterpart, a contrast. 

Complication The introduction of a significant development in the central conflict in 
a drama or narrative between characters (or between a character and his or her situ-
ation). Traditionally, a complication begins the rising action of a story's plot. Dra-
matic conflict (motivation versus obstacle) during the complication is the force that 
drives a literary work from action to action. Complications may be external or 
internal or a combination of the two. A fateful blow such as an illness or an accident 
that affects a character is a typical example of an external complication—a problem 
the characters cannot turn away from. An internal complication, in contrast, might 
not be immediately apparent, such as the result of some important aspect of a 
character's values or personality. 

Conceit A poetic device using elaborate comparisons, such as equating a loved one 
with the graces and beauties of the world. Most notably used by the Italian poet 
Petrarch in praise of his beloved Laura, conceit comes from the Italian concetto, 
"concept" or "idea." 

Conclusion In plotting, the logical end or outcome of a unified plot, shortly following 
the climax. Also called resolution or denouement ("the untying of the knot"), as in 
resolving or untying the knots created by plot complications during the rising 
action. The action or intrigue ends in success or failure for the protagonist, the 
mystery is solved, or misunderstandings are dispelled. Sometimes a conclusion is 
ambiguous; at the climax of the story the characters are changed, but the conclusion 
suggests different possibilities for what that change is or means. 

Concrete diction See Diction. 
Concrete poetry A visual poetry composed exclusively for the page in which a picture 

or image is made of printed letters and words. Concrete poetry attempts to blur the 
line between language and visual art. Concrete poetry was especially popular as an 
experimental movement in the 1960s. 

Confessional poetry A poetic genre emerging in the 1950s and 1960s primarily con-
cerned with autobiography and the unexpurgated exposure of the poet's personal 
life. Notable practitioners included Robert Lowell, W. D. Snodgrass, and Anne 
Sexton. 

Conflict In Greek, agon, or contest. The central struggle between two or more forces 
in a story. Conflict generally occurs when some person or thing prevents the protag-
onist from achieving his or her intended goal. Opposition can arise from another 
character, external events, preexisting situations, fate, or even some aspect of the 



main character's own personality. Conflict is the basic material out of which most 
plots are made. (See also Antagonist, Character, Complication, Rising action.) 

Connotation An association or additional meaning that a word, image, or phrase may 
carry, apart from its literal denotation or dictionary definition. A word picks up 
connotations from all the uses to which it has been put in the past. For example, an 
owl in literature is not merely the literal bird. It also carries the many associations 
(connotations, that is) attached to it. 

Consonance Also called Slant rhyme. A kind of rhyme in which the linked words 
share similar consonant sounds but different vowel sounds, as in reason and raisin, 
mink and monk. Sometimes only the final consonant sound is identical, as in fame 
and room, crack and truck Used mostly by modern poets, consonance often registers 
more subtly than exact rhyme, lending itself to special poetic effects. 

Contrast A contrast of two works of literature is developed by placing them side-
by-side to point out their differences. This method of analysis works well with its 
opposite, a comparison, which focuses on likenesses. 

Convention Any established feature or technique in literature that is commonly un-
derstood by both authors and readers. A convention is something generally agreed 
on to be appropriate for its customary uses, such as the sonnet form for a love poem 
or the opening "Once upon a time" for a fairy tale. 

Conventional symbols Literary symbols that have a conventional or customary effect 
on most readers. We would respond similarly to a black cat crossing our path or a 
young bride in a white dress. These are conventional symbols because they carry 
recognizable connotations and suggestions. 

Cosmic irony Also called irony of fate, it is the irony that exists between a charac-
ter's aspiration and the treatment he or she receives at the hands of fate. Oedipus's 
ill-destined relationship with his parents is an example of cosmic irony. 

Cothurni High thick-soled boots worn by Greek and Roman tragic actors in late classi-
cal times to make them appear taller than ordinary men. (Earlier, in the fifth-century 
classical Athenian theater, actors wore soft shoes or boots or went barefoot.) 

Couplet A two-line stanza in poetry, usually rhymed, which tends to have lines of equal 
length. Shakespeare's sonnets were famous for ending with a summarizing, rhymed 
couplet: "Give my love fame faster than Time wastes life; / So thou prevent'st his 
scythe and crooked knife." (See also Closed couplet.) 

Cowboy poetry A contemporary genre of folk poetry written by people with firsthand 
experience in the life of horse, trail, and ranch. Plainspoken and often humorous, 
cowboy poetry is usually composed in rhymed ballad stanzas and meant to be recited 
aloud. 

Crisis The point in a drama when the crucial action, decision, or realization must be 
made, marking the turning point or reversal of the protagonist's fortunes. From the 
Greek word /crisis, meaning "decision." For example, Hamlet's decision to refrain 
from killing Claudius while the guilty king is praying is a crisis that leads directly to 
his accidental murder of Polonius, pointing forward to the catastrophe of Act V. 
Typically, the crisis inaugurates the falling action (after Hamlet's murder of Polo-
nius, Claudius controls the events) until the catastrophe (or conclusion), which is 
decided by the death of the hero, King Claudius, Queen Gertrude, and Laertes. 
In Oedipus, the crisis occurs as the hero presses forward to the horrible truth, to real-
ize he is an incestuous parricide and to take responsibility by blinding himself. 

Cultural studies A contemporary interdisciplinary field of academic study that 
focuses on understanding the social power encoded in "texts." Cultural studies de-



fines "texts" more broadly than literary works; they include any analyzable phenom-
enon from a traditional poem to an advertising image or an actor's face. Cultural 
studies has no central critical methodology but uses whatever intellectual tools are 
appropriate to the analysis at hand. 

Dactyl A metrical foot of verse in which one stressed syllable is followed by two un-
stressed syllables (bat-ter-y or par-a-mour). The dactylic meter is less common to 
English than it was to classical Greek and Latin verse. Longfellow's Evangeline is the 
most famous English-language long dactylic poem. 

Deconstructionist criticism A school of criticism that rejects the traditional as-
sumption that language can accurately represent reality. Deconstructionists be-
lieve that literary texts can have no single meaning; therefore, they concentrate 
their attentions on hoiv language is being used in a text, rather than on what is be-
ing said. 

Decorum Propriety or appropriateness. In poetry, decorum usually refers to a level of 
diction that is proper to use in a certain occasion. Decorum can also apply to char-
acters, setting, and the harmony that exists between the elements in a poem. For 
example, aged nuns speaking inner-city jive might violate decorum. 

Denotation The literal, dictionary meaning of a word. (See also Connotation.) 
Denouement The resolution or conclusion of a literary work as plot complications are 

unraveled after the climax. In French, denouement means "unknotting" or "untying." 
(See also Closed denouement, Conclusion, Open denouement.) 

Deus ex machina Latin for "a god from a machine." The phrase refers to the Greek 
playwrights' frequent use of a god, mechanically lowered to the stage from the skene 
roof, to resolve human conflict with judgments and commands. Conventionally, the 
phrase now refers to any forced or improbable device in plot resolution. 

Dialect A particular variety of language spoken by an identifiable regional group or 
social class of persons. Dialects are often used in literature in an attempt to 
present a character more realistically and to express significant differences in 
class or background. 

Dialogue The direct representation of the conversation between two or more 
characters. (See also Monologue.) 

Diction Word choice or vocabulary. Diction refers to the class of words that an author 
decides is appropriate to use in a particular work. Literary history is the story of 
diction being challenged, upheld, and reinvented. Concrete diction involves a 
highly specific word choice in the naming of something or someone. Abstract 
diction contains words that express more general ideas or concepts. More concrete 
diction would offer boxer puppy rather than young canine, Lake Ontario rather than 
body of fresh water. Concrete words refer to what we can immediately perceive with 
our senses. (See also Levels of diction.) 

Didactic fiction A narrative that intends to teach a specific moral lesson or provide a 
model for proper behavior. This term is now often used pejoratively to describe a 
story in which the events seem manipulated in order to convey an uplifting idea, 
but much classic fiction has been written in the didactic mode—Aesop's Fables, 
John Bunyan's The Pilgrim's Progress, and Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's 
Cabin. 

Didactic poetry Kind of poetry intended to teach the reader a moral lesson or impart a 
body of knowledge. Poetry that aims for education over art. 

. Dimeter A verse meter consisting of two metrical feet, or two primary stresses, per line. 



Doggerel Verse full of irregularities often due to the poet's incompetence. Doggerel is 
crude verse that brims with cliche, obvious rhyme, and inept rhythm. 

Double plot Also called subplot. Familiar in Elizabethan drama, a second story or 
plotline that is complete and interesting in its own right, often doubling or invert-
ing the main plot. By analogy or counterpoint, a skillful subplot broadens perspec-
tive on the main plot to enhance rather than dilute its effect. In Shakespeare's 
Othello, for instance, Iago's duping of Rodrigo reflects the main plot of lago's 
treachery to Othello. 

Drama Derived from the Greek dran, "to do," drama means "action" or "deed." Drama 
is the form of literary composition designed for performance in the theater, in which 
actors take the roles of the characters, perform the indicated action, and speak the 
written dialogue. In the Poetics, Aristotle described tragedy or dramatic enactment 
as the most fully evolved form of the impulse to imitate or make works of art. 

Dramatic irony A special kind of suspenseful expectation, when the audience or 
reader understands the implication and meaning of a situation onstage and foresees 
the oncoming disaster (in tragedy) or triumph (in comedy) but the character does 
not. The irony forms between the contrasting levels of knowledge of the character 
and the audience. Dramatic irony is pervasive throughout Sophocles' Oedipus, for 
example, because we know from the beginning what Oedipus does not. We watch 
with dread and fascination the spectacle of a morally good man, committed to the 
salvation of his city, unwittingly preparing undeserved suffering for himself. 

Dramatic monologue A poem written as a speech made by a character at some deci-
sive moment. The speaker is usually addressing a silent listener as in T. S. Eliot's 
"The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock" or Robert Browning's "My Last Duchess." 

Dramatic poetry Any verse written for the stage, as in the plays of classical Greece, 
the Renaissance (Shakespeare), and neoclassical periods (Moliere, Racine). Also a 
kind of poetry that presents the voice of an imaginary character (or characters) 
speaking directly, without any additional narration by the author. In poetry, the 
term usually refers to the dramatic monologue, a lyric poem written as a speech 
made by a character at some decisive moment, such as Lord, Alfred Tennyson's 
"Ulysses." (See also Dramatic monologue.) 

Dramatic point of view7 A. point of view in which the narrator merely reports dialogue 
and action with minimal interpretation or access to the characters' minds. The dra-
matic point of view, as the name implies, uses prose fiction to approximate the 
method of plays (where readers are provided only with set descriptions, stage direc-
tions, and dialogue, and thus must supply motivations based solely on this external 
evidence). 

Dramatic question The primary unresolved issue in a drama as it unfolds. The dra-
matic question is the result of artful plotting, raising suspense and expectation in a 
play's action as it moves toward its outcome. Will the Prince in Hamlet, for example, 
achieve what he has been instructed to do and what he intends to do? 

Dramatic situation The basic conflict that initiates a work or establishes a scene. 
It usually describes both a protagonist's motivation and the forces that oppose its 
realization, (See also Antagonist, Character, Complication, Plot, Rising action.) 

Dumb show In Renaissance theater, a mimed dramatic performance whose purpose 
is to prepare the audience for the main action of the play to follow. Jacobean 
playwrights like John Webster used it to show violent events that occur some dis-
tance from the play's locale. The most famous Renaissance example is the dumb 
show preceding the presentation of "The Murder of Gonzago" in Hamlet. 



Dynamic character A character who, during the course of the narrative, grows or 
changes in some significant way. (See also Character development.) 

Echo verse A poetic form in which the final syllables of the lines are repeated back as a 
reply or commentary, often using puns. Echo verse dates back to late classical Greek 
poetry. Fred Chappell's "Narcissus and Echo" is a contemporary example of this form. 

Editing The act of rereading a draft in order to correct mistakes, cut excess words, and 
make improvements. 

Editorial omniscience When an omniscient narrator goes beyond reporting the 
thoughts of his or her characters to make a critical judgment or commentary, 
making explicit the narrator's own thoughts or philosophies. 

Editorial point of view Also called Authorial intrusion. The effect that occurs when 
a third-person narrator adds his or her own comments (which presumably represent 
the ideas and opinions of the author) into the narrative. 

Elegy A lament or a sadly meditative poem, often written on the occasion of a death 
or other solemn theme. An elegy is usually a sustained poem in a formal style. 

Endnote An additional piece of information that the author includes in a note at the 
end of a paper. Endnotes usually contain information that the author feels is impor-
tant to convey but not appropriate to fit into the main body of text. (See also 
Footnote.) 

End rhyme Rhyme that occurs at the ends of lines, rather than within them (as inter-
nal rhyme does). End rhyme is the most common kind of rhyme in English-language 
poetry. 

End-stopped line A line of verse that ends in a full pause, usually indicated by a mark 
of punctuation. 

English sonnet Also called Shakespearean sonnet. The English sonnet has a rhyme 
scheme organized into three quatrains with a final couplet: abab cdcd e f e f gg. The 
poem may turn, that is, shift in mood or tone, between any of the quatrains 
(although it usually occurs on the ninth line). (See also Sonnet.) 

Envoy A short, often summarizing stanza that appears at the end of certain poetic 
forms (most notably the sestina, chant royal, and the French ballade). The envoy 
contains the poet's parting words. The word comes from the French envoi, meaning 
"sending forth." 

Epic A long narrative poem usually composed in an elevated style tracing the adven-
tures of a legendary or mythic hero. Epics are usually written in a consistent form 
and meter throughout. Famous epics include Homer's Iliad and Odyssey, Virgil's 
Aeneidy and Milton's Paradise Lost. 

Epigram A very short poem, often comic, usually ending with some sharp turn of wit 
or meaning. 

Epigraph A brief quotation preceding a story or other literary work. An epigraph 
usually suggests the subject, theme, or atmosphere the story will explore. 

Epiphany A moment of insight, discovery, or revelation by which a character's life is 
greatly altered. An epiphany generally occurs near the end of a story. The term, 
which means "showing forth" in Greek, was first used in Christian theology to 
signify the manifestation of God's presence in the world. This theological idea 
was first borrowed by James Joyce to refer to a heightened moment of secular 
revelation. 

Episode An incident in a large narrative that has unity in itself. An episode may bear 
close relation to the central narrative, but it can also be a digression. 



Episodic plot, episodic structure A form of plotting where the individual scenes and 
events are presented chronologically without any profound sense of cause-and-effect. 
relationship. In an episodic narrative the placement of many scenes could be 
changed without greatly altering the overall effect of the work. 

Epistolary novel Novel in which the story is told by way of letters written by one or 
more of the characters. This form often lends an authenticity to the story, a sense 
that the author may have discovered these letters; but in fact they are a product of 
the author's invention. 

Euphony The harmonious effect when the sounds of the words connect with the 
meaning in a way pleasing to the ear and mind. An example is found in Tennyson's 
lines, "The moan of doves in immemorial elms, / And murmuring of innumerable 
bees." The opposite of euphony is cacophony. 

Exact rhyme A full rhyme in which the sounds following the initial letters of the words 
are identical in sound, as in follow and hollow, go and slow, disband and this hand. 

Explication Literally, an "unfolding." In an explication an entire poem is explained in 
detail, addressing every element and unraveling any complexities as a means of 
analysis. 

Exposition The opening portion of a narrative or drama. In the exposition, the scene 
is set, the protagonist is introduced, and the author discloses any other background 
information necessary to allow the reader to understand and relate to the events 
that are to follow. 

Expressionism A dramatic style developed between 1910 and 1924 in Germany in re-
action against realism's focus on surface details and external reality. To draw an au-
dience into a dreamlike subjective realm, expressionistic artistic styles used episodic 
plots, distorted lines, exaggerated shapes, abnormally intense coloring, mechanical 
physical movement, and telegraphic speech (the broken syntax of a disordered psy-
che). Staging the contents of the unconscious, expressionist plays ranged from 
Utopian visions of a fallen, materialistic world redeemed by the spirituality of "new 
men" to pessimistic nightmare visions of universal catastrophe. 

Eye rhyme Rhyme in which the spelling of the words appears alike, but the pronunci-
ations differ, as in laughter and daughter, idea and/lea. 

Fable A brief, often humorous narrative told to illustrate a moral. The characters in 
fables are traditionally animals whose personality traits symbolize human traits. Par-
ticular animals have conventionally come to represent specific human qualities or 
values. For example, the ant represents industry, the fox craftiness, and the lion no-
bility. A fable often concludes by summarizing its moral message in abstract terms. 
For example, Aesop's fable "The North Wind and the Sun" concludes with the 
moral "Persuasion is better than force." (See also Allegory.) 

Fairy tale A traditional form of short narrative folklore, originally transmitted orally, 
that features supernatural characters such as witches, giants, fairies, or animals with 
human personality traits. Fairy tales often feature a hero or heroine who seems 
destined to achieve some desirable fate—such as marrying a prince or princess, 
becoming wealthy, or destroying an enemy. 

Falling action The events in a narrative that follow the climax and bring the story to 
its conclusion, or denouement. 

Falling meter Trochaic and dactylic meters are called falling meters because their first 
syllable is accented, followed by one or more unaccented syllables. A foot of falling 
meter falls in its level of stress, as in the words co-medy or aw-ful. 



Fantasy A narrative that depicts events, characters, or places that could not exist in 
the real world. Fantasy has limited interest in portraying experience realistically. In-
stead, it freely pursues the possibilities of the imagination. Fantasy usually includes 
elements of magic or the supernatural. Sometimes it is used to illustrate a moral mes-
sage as in fables. Fantasy is a type of romance that emphasizes wish fulfillment (or 
nightmare fulfillment) instead of verisimilitude. 

Farce A type of comedy featuring exaggerated character types in ludicrous and im-
probable situations, provoking belly laughs with sexual mix-ups, crude verbal jokes, 
pratfalls, and knockabout horseplay (like the comic violence of the Punch and Judy 
show). 

Feminine rhyme A rhyme of two or more syllables with a stress on a syllable other 
than the last, as in tur-tle and/er-tile. (See also Masculine rhyme, Rhyme.) 

Feminist criticism See Gender criticism. 
Fiction From the Latin ficio, "act of fashioning, a shaping, a making." Fiction refers 

to any literary work that—although it might contain factual information—is not 
bound by factual accuracy, but creates a narrative shaped or made up by the au-
thor's imagination. Drama and poetry (especially narrative poetry) can be consid-
ered works of fiction, but the term now usually refers more specifically to prose sto-
ries and novels. Historical and other factual writing also requires shaping and 
making, but it is distinct from fiction because it is not free to invent people, places, 
and events; forays from documented fact must identify themselves as conjecture or 
hypothesis. Nonfiction, as the name suggests, is a category conventionally separate 
from fiction. Certainly an essay or work of literary journalism is "a made thing," 
and writers of nonfiction routinely employ the techniques used by fiction writers 
(moving forward and backward in time, reporting the inner thoughts of characters, 
etc.), but works of nonfiction must be not only true but factual. The truth of a 
work of fiction depends not on facts, but on how convincingly the writer creates 
the world of the storv. 

j 

Figure of speech An expression or comparison that relies not on its literal meaning, 
but rather on its connotations and suggestions. For example, "He's dumber than 
dirt" is not literally true; it is a figure of speech. Major figures of speech include 
metaphor, metonymy, simile, and synecdoche. 

First-person narrator A story in which the narrator is a participant in the action. 
Such a narrator refers to himself or herself as "I" and may be a major or minor char-
acter in the story. His or her attitude and understanding of characters and events 
shapes the reader's perception of the story being told. 

Fixed form A traditional verse form requiring certain predetermined elements of 
structure, for example, a stanza pattern, set meter, or predetermined line length. A 
fixed form like the sonnet, for instance, must have no more or less than fourteen 
lines, rhymed according to certain conventional patterns. (See also Closed form.) 

Flashback A scene relived in a character's memory. Flashbacks can be related by the 
narrator in a summary or they can be experienced by the characters themselves. 
Flashbacks allow the author to include events that occurred before the opening of 
the story, which may show the reader something significant that happened in the 
character's past or give an indication of what kind of person the character used to be. 

Flat character A term coined by English novelist E. M. Forster to describe a character 
with only one outstanding trait. Flat characters are rarely the central characters in a 
narrative and are often based on stock characters. Flat characters stay the same 
throughout a story. (See also Dynamic character.) 



Flexible theater Also called black box or experimental theater space. A modern, 
nontraditional performance space in which actor-audience relationships can be. 
flexibly configured, with movable seating platforms. Usually seating anywhere from 
100 to 250 spectators, black box theaters can accommodate staging in the round, 
thrust staging, tennis court staging, and even temporary proscenium arch (fourth 
wall) staging. 

Folk ballads Anonymous narrative songs, usually in ballad meter, that were originally 
transmitted orally. Although most well-known ballads have been transcribed and 
published in order to protect them from being lost, they were originally created for 
oral performance, often resulting in many versions of a single ballad. 

Folk epic Also called Traditional epic. A long narrative poem that traces the adven-
tures of a tribe or nation's popular heroes. Some examples of epics are the Iliad and 
the Odyssey (Greek), The Song of Roland (French), and The Cid (Spanish). A folk 
epic originates in an oral tradition as opposed to a literary epic, which is written by 
an individual author consciously emulating earlier epic poetry. 

Folklore The body of traditional wisdom and customs—including songs, stories, 
myths, and proverbs—of a people as collected and continued through oral tradition. 

Folktale A short narrative drawn from folklore that has been passed down through an 
oral tradition. (See also Fairy tale, Legend.) 

Foot The unit of measurement in metrical poetry. Different meters are identified by 
the pattern and order of stressed and unstressed syllables in their foot, usually 
containing two or three syllables, with one syllable accented. 

Footnote An additional piece of information that the author includes at the bottom 
of a page, usually noted by a small reference number in the main text. A footnote 
might supply the reader with brief facts about a related historical figure or event, the 
definition of a foreign word or phrase, or any other relevant information that may 
help in understanding the text. (See also Endnote.) 

Foreshadowing In plot construction, the technique of arranging events and informa-
tion in such a way that later events are prepared for, or shadowed, beforehand. The 
author may introduce specific words, images, or actions in order to suggest signifi-
cant later events. The effective use of foreshadowing by an author may prevent a 
story's outcome from seeming haphazard or contrived. 

Form The means by which a literary work conveys its meaning. Traditionally, form 
refers to the way in which an artist expresses meaning rather than the content of 
that meaning, but it is now commonplace to note that form and content are inextri-
cably related. Form, therefore, is more than the external framework of a literary 
work. It includes the totality of ways in which it unfolds and coheres as a structure of 
meaning and expression. 

Formal English The heightened, impersonal language of educated persons, usually 
only written, although possibly spoken on dignified occasions. (See also Levels of 
diction.) 

Formalist criticism A school of criticism which argues that literature may only be dis-
cussed on its own terms; that is, without outside influences or information. A key 
method that formalists use is close reading, a step-by-step analysis of the elements in 
a text. 

Found poetry Poetry constructed by arranging bits of "found" prose. A found poem is 
a literary work made up of nonliterary language arranged for expressive effect. 

Free verse From the French vers libre. Free verse describes poetry that organizes its 
lines without meter. It may be rhymed (as in some poems by H. D.), but it usually is 



not. There is no one means of organizing free verse, and different authors have used 
irreconcilable systems. What unites the two approaches is a freedom from metrical 
regularity. (See also Open form.) 

Gender criticism Gender criticism examines how sexual identity influences the cre-
ation, interpretation, and evaluation of literary works. This critical approach began 
with feminist criticism in the 1960s and 1970s which stated that literary study had 
been so dominated by men that it contained many unexamined "male-produced" as-
sumptions. Feminist criticism sought to address this imbalance in two ways: first in 
insisting that sexless interpretation was impossible, and second by articulating re-
sponses to the texts that were explicitly male or female. More recently, gender criti-
cism has focused on gay and lesbian literary identity as interpretive strategies. 

General English The ordinary speech of educated native speakers. Most literate 
speech and writing is general English. Its diction is more educated than colloquial 
English, yet not as elevated as formal English. (See also Levels of diction.) 

Genre A conventional combination of literary form and subject matter, usually aimed 
at creating certain effects. A genre implies a preexisting understanding between the 
artist and the reader about the purpose and rules of the work. A horror story, for ex-
ample, combines the form of the short story with certain conventional subjects, 
style, and theme with the expectation of frightening the reader. Major short story 
genres include science fiction, gothic, horror, and detective tales. 

Gothic fiction A genre that creates terror and suspense, usually set in an isolated cas-
tle, mansion, or monastery populated by mysterious or threatening individuals. The 
Gothic form, invented by Horace Walpole in The Castle of Otranto (1764), has 
flourished in one form or another ever since. The term Gothic is also applied to 
medieval architecture, and Gothic fiction almost inevitably exploits claustrophobic 
interior architecture in its plotting—often featuring dungeons, crypts, torture 
chambers, locked rooms, and secret passageways. In the nineteenth century, writers 
such as Nathaniel Hawthorne, Edgar Allan Poe, and Charlotte Perkins Oilman 
brought the genre into the mainstream of American fiction. 

Haiku A Japanese verse form that has three unrhymed lines of five, seven, and five 
syllables. Traditional haiku is often serious and spiritual in tone, relying mostly on 
imagery, and usually set in one of the four seasons. 

Hamartia Greek for "error." An offense committed in ignorance of some material fact 
(without deliberate criminal intent) and therefore free of blameworthiness. A big 
mistake unintentionally made as a result of an intellectual error (not vice or crimi-
nal wickedness) by a morally good person, usually involving the identity of a blood 
relation. The hamartia of Oedipus, quite simply, is based on his ignorance of his 
true parentage; inadvertently and unwittingly, then, he commits the hamartia of 
patricide and incest. (See also Recognition.) 

Heptameter A verse meter consisting of seven metrical feet, or seven primary stresses, 
per line. 

Hero The central character in a narrative. The term is derived from the Greek epic tra-
dition, in which heroes were the leading warriors among the princes. By extension, 
hero and heroine have come to mean the principal male and female figures in a narra-
tive or dramatic literary work, although many today call protagonists of either sex 
heroes. When a critic terms the protagonist a hero, the choice of words often implies 
a positive moral assessment of the character. (See also Antihero.) 



Heroic couplet See Closed couplet. 
Hexameter A verse meter consisting of six metrical feet, or six primary stresses, per line.. 
High comedy A comic genre evoking so-called intellectual or thoughtful laughter 

from an audience that remains emotionally detached from the play's depiction of 
the folly, pretense, and incongruity of human behavior. The French playwright 
Moliere and the English dramatists of the Restoration period developed a special 
form of high comedy in the comedy of manners, focused on the social relations and 
amorous intrigues of sophisticated upper-class men and women, conducted through 
witty repartee and verbal combat. 

Historical criticism The practice of analyzing a literary work by investigating the so-
cial, cultural, and intellectual context that produced it—a context that necessarily 
includes the artist's biography and milieu. Historical critics strive to recreate the 
exact meaning and impact a work had on its original audience. 

Historical fiction A type of fiction in which the narrative is set in another time or 
place. In historical fiction, the author usually attempts to recreate a faithful picture 
of daily life during the period. For example, Robert Graves's I, Claudius depicts the 
lives of the ancient Roman ruling class in the early Imperial age. Historical fiction 
sometimes introduces well-known figures from the past. More often it places imagi-
nary characters in a carefully reconstructed version of a particular historical era. 

Hubris Overweening pride, outrageous behavior, or the insolence that leads to ruin, 
hubris was in the Greek moral vocabulary the antithesis of moderation or rectitude. 
Creon, in Sophocles' Antigone, is a good example of a character brought down by his 
hubris. 

Hyperbole See Overstatement. 

Iamb A metrical foot in verse in which an unaccented syllable is followed by an ac-
cented one, as in "ca-ress" or "a cat" ( ^ f ). The iambic measure is the most common 
meter used in English poetry. 

Iambic meter A verse meter consisting of a specific recumng number of iambic feet 
per line. (See also Iamb, Iambic pentameter.) 

Iambic pentameter The most common meter in English verse—five iambic feet per 
line. Many fixed forms, such as the sonnet and heroic couplets, are written in iambic 
pentameter. Unrhymed iambic pentameter is called blank verse. 

Image A word or series of words that refers to any sensory experience (usually sight, 
although also sound, smell, touch, or taste). An image is a direct or literal recreation 
of physical experience and adds immediacy to literary language. 

Imagery The collective set of images in a poem or other literary w7ork. 
Impartial omniscience Refers to an omniscient narrator who, although he or she pre-

sents the thoughts and actions of the characters, does not judge them or comment 
on them. (Contrasts with Editorial omniscience.) 

Implied metaphor A metaphor that uses neither connectives nor the verb to be. If we 
say, "John crowed over his victory," we imply metaphorically that John is a rooster 
but do not say so specifically. (See also Metaphor.) 

Impressionism In fiction, a style of writing that emphasizes external events less than 
the impression those events make on the narrator or protagonist. Impressionist short 
stories, like Katherine Mansfield's "Miss Brill," usually center the narcative on the 
chief characters' mental lives rather than the reality around them. 

Incremental refrain A refrain whose words change slightly with each recurrence. (See 
also Refrain.) 



Initial alliteration See Alliteration. 
Initiation story Also called Coming-of-age story. A narrative in which the main 

character, usually a child or adolescent, undergoes an important experience or rite 
of passage—often a difficult or disillusioning one—that prepares him or her for 
adulthood. James Joyce's "Araby" is a classic example of an initiation story. 

In medias res A Latin phrase meaning "in the midst of things" that refers to a 
narrative device of beginning a story midway in the events it depicts (usually at an 
exciting or significant moment) before explaining the context or preceding 
actions. Epic poems such as Virgil's Aeneid or John Milton's Paradise Lost commonly 
begin in medias res, but the technique is also found in modern fiction. 

Innocent narrator Also called naive narrator. A character who fails to understand all 
the implications of the story he or she tells. Of course, virtually any narrator has 
some degree of innocence or naivete, but the innocent narrator—often a child or 
childlike adult—is used by an author trying to generate irony, sympathy, or pity by 
creating a gap between what the narrator knows and what the reader knows. Mark 
Twain's Huckleberry Finn—despite his mischievous nature—is an example of an 
innocent narrator. 

Interior monologue An extended presentation of a character's thoughts in a narra-
tive. Usually written in the present tense and printed without quotation marks, an 
interior monologue reads as if the character were speaking aloud to himself or herself, 
for the reader to overhear. A famous example of interior monologue comes at the 
end of L%sses when Joyce gives us the rambling memories and reflections of Molly 
Bloom. 

Internal alliteration See Alliteration. 
Internal refrain A refrain that appears within a stanza, generally in a position that 

stays fixed throughout a poem. (See also Refrain.) 
Internal rhyme Rhyme that occurs within a line of poetry, as opposed to end rhyme. 

Read aloud, these Wallace Stevens lines are rich in internal rhyme: "Chieftain Iffu-
can of Azcan in caftan / Of tan with henna hackles, halt!" (from "Bantams in Pine-
Woods"). 

Ironic point of view The perspective of a character or narrator whose voice or 
position is rich in ironic contradictions. (See also Irony.) 

Irony A literary device in which a discrepancy of meaning is masked beneath the sur-
face of the language. Irony is present when a writer says one thing but means some-
thing quite the opposite. There are many kinds of irony, but the two major varieties 
are verbal irony (in which the discrepancy is contained in words) and situational 
irony (in which the discrepancy exists when something is about to happen to a 
character or characters who expect the opposite outcome). (See also Cosmic irony, 
Irony of fate, Sarcasm, Verbal irony.) 

Irony of fate A type of situational irony that can be used for either tragic or comic 
purposes. Irony of fate is the discrepancy between actions and their results, between 
what characters deserve and what they get, between appearance and reality. In 
Sophocles' tragedy, for instance, Oedipus unwittingly fulfills the prophecy even as 
he takes the actions a morally good man would take to avoid it. (See also Cosmic 
irony.) 

Italian sonnet Also called Petrarchan sonnet, a sonnet with the following rhyme pat-
tern for the first eight lines (the octave): abba, abba; the final six lines (the sestet) 
may follow any pattern of rhymes, as long as it does not end in a couplet. The poem 
traditionally turns, or shifts in mood or tone, after the octave. (See also Sonnet.) 



Katharsis, catharsis Often translated as purgation or purification, the term is drawn 
from the last element of Aristotle's definition of tragedy, relating to the final cause 
or purpose of tragic art. Catharsis generally refers to the feeling of emotional re-
lease or calm the spectator feels at the end of tragedy. In Aristotle katharsis is the 
final effect of the playwright's skillful use of plotting, character, and poetry to elicit 
pity and fear from the audience. Through katharsis, drama taught the audience 
compassion for the vulnerabilities of others and schooled it in justice and other 
civic virtues. 

Legend A traditional narrative handed down through popular oral tradition to illus-
trate and celebrate a remarkable character, an important event, or to explain the 
unexplainable. Legends, unlike other folktales, claim to be true and usually take 
place in real locations, often with genuine historical figures. 

Levels of diction In English, there are conventionally four basic levels of formality in 
word choice, or four levels of diction. From the least formal to the most elevated 
they are vulgate, colloquial English, general English, and formal English. (See also 
Diction.) 

Limerick A short and usually comic verse form of five anapestic lines usually rhyming 
aabba. The first, second, and fifth lines traditionally have three stressed syllables 
each; the third and fourth have twro stresses each (.3, 3, 2, 2, 3). 

Limited omniscience Also called third-person limited point of view. A type of point of 
view in which the narrator sees into the minds of some but not all of the characters. 
Most typically, limited omniscience sees through the eyes of one major or minor 
character. In limited omniscience, the author can compromise between the immediacy 
of first-person narration and the mobility of third person. -

Literary ballad Ballad not meant for singing, written for literate readers by sophisti-
cated poets rather than arising from the anonymous oral tradition. (See also Ballad.) 

Literary epic A crafted imitation of the oral folk epic written by an author living in a 
society where writing has been invented. Examples of the literary epic are The 
Aeneid by Virgil and The Divine Comedy by Dante Alighieri. (See also Folk epic.) 

Literary genre See Genre. 
Literary theory Literary criticism that tries to formulate general principles rather 

than discuss specific texts. Theory operates at a high level of abstraction and often 
focuses on understanding basic issues of language, communication, art, interpreta-
tion, culture, and ideological content. 

Local color The use of specific regional material—unique customs, dress, habits, and 
speech patterns of ordinary people—to create atmosphere or realism in a literary 
work. 

Locale The location where a story takes place. 
Low comedy A comic style arousing laughter through jokes, slapstick humor, sight 

gags, and boisterous clowning. Unlike high comedy, it has little intellectual appeal. 
(See also Comedy.) 

Lyric A short poem expressing the thoughts and feelings of a single speaker. Often 
written in the first person, lyric poetry traditionally has a songlike immediacy and 
emotional force. 

Madrigal A short secular song for three or more voices arranged in counterpoint. The 
madrigal is often about love or pastoral themes. It originated in Italy in the four-
teenth century and enjoyed great success during the Elizabethan Age. 



Magic realism Also called Magical realism. A type of contemporary narrative in which 
the magical and the mundane are mixed in an overall context of realistic storytelling. 
The term was coined by Cuban novelist Alejo Carpentier in 1949 to describe the 
matter-of-fact combination of the fantastic and everyday in Latin American fiction. 
Magic realism has become the standard name for an international trend in contempo-
rary fiction such as Gabriel Garcia Marquez s One Hundred Years of Solitude. 

Masculine rhyme Either a rhyme of one syllable words (as in fox and socks) or—in 
polysyllabic words—a rhyme on the stressed final syllables: con-trwe and sur-vive. 
(See also Feminine rhyme.) 

Masks In Latin, personae. In classical Greek theater, full facial masks made of leather, 
linen, or light wood, with headdress, allowed male actors to embody the conven-
tionalized characters (or dramatis personae) of the tragic and comic stage. Later, in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, stock characters of the commedia delV 
arte wore characteristic half masks made of leather. (See also Persona.) 

Melodrama Originally a stage play featuring background music and sometimes songs 
to underscore the emotional mood of each scene. Melodramas were notoriously 
weak in characterization and motivation but famously strong on action, suspense, 
and passion. Melodramatic characters were stereotyped villains, heroes, and young 
lovers. When the term melodrama is applied to fiction, it is almost inevitably a nega-
tive criticism implying that the author has sacrificed psychological depth and credi-
bility for emotional excitement and adventurous plotting. 

Metafiction Fiction that consciously explores its own nature as a literary creation. The 
Greek word meta means "upon"; metafiction consequently is a mode of narrative that 
does not try to create the illusion of verisimilitude but delights in its own fictional na-
ture, often by speculating on the story it is telling. The term is usually associated with 
late-twentieth-century writers like John Barth, Italo Calvino, and Jorge Luis Borges. 

Metaphor A statement that one thing is something else, which, in a literal sense, it is 
not. By asserting that a thing is something else, a metaphor creates a close associa-
tion between the two entities and usually underscores some important similarity be-
tween them. An example of metaphor is "Richard is a pig." 

Meter A recurrent, regular, rhythmic pattern in verse. When stresses recur at fixed 
intervals, the result is meter. Traditionally, meter has been the basic organizational 
device of world poetry. There are many existing meters, each identified by the 
different patterns of recurring sounds. In English most common meters involve the 
arrangement of stressed and unstressed syllables. 

Metonymy Figure of speech in which the name of a thing is substituted for that of 
another closely associated with it. For instance, in saying "The White House 
decided," one could mean that the president decided. 

Microcosm The small world as created by a poem, play, or story that reflects the 
tensions of the larger world beyond. In some sense, most successful literary works 
offer a microcosm that illuminates the greater world around it. 

Mime Either a play or sketch without words, or the performer. (See also Pantomime.) 
Minimalist fiction Contemporary fiction written in a deliberately flat, unemotional 

tone and an appropriately unadorned style. Minimalist fiction often relies more on 
dramatic action, scene, and dialogue than complex narration or authorial summary. 
Examples of minimalist fiction can be found in the short stories of Raymond Carver 
and Bobbie Ann Mason. 

Mixed metaphor A metaphor that trips over another metaphor—usually uncon-
sciously—already in the statement. Mixed metaphors are the result of combining 




