Glossary of Literary Terms
Allegory: a story or visual image with a second distinct meaning partially hidden behind its literal or visible meaning.

Alliteration: the repetition of the same sounds—usually initial consonants of words or of stressed syllables.

Allusion: an indirect or passing of reference to some event, person, place, or artistic work, the nature and relevance of which is not explained by the writer but relies on the reader’s familiarity with what is thus mentioned.

Ambiguity: openness to different interpretations; or an instance in which some use of language may be understood in diverse ways.  Some times known as, “multiple meaning”.
Anachronism: the misplacing of any person, thing, custom, or event outside its proper historical time.

Anagnorisis: the Greek word for recognition or discovery used by Aristotle in his Poetics to denote the turning point in a drama at which a character usually the protagonist recognizes the true state of affairs, having previously been in error or ignorance.

Analogy: illustration of an idea by means of a more familiar idea that is similar or parallel to it in some significant features, and thus said to be analogous to it.
Antagonist: the most prominent of the characters who oppose the protagonist in a dramatic or narrative work.
Anti-Hero or Anti-Heroine: a central character in a dramatic or narrative work who lacks the qualities of nobility expected of traditional heroes and heroines in romance and epics.

Antithesis: a contrast or opposition, either rhetorical or philosophical.

Archetype: a symbol, theme, setting, or character-type that recurs in different times and places in myth, literature, folklore, dreams and rituals so frequently as to suggest that it embodies some essential element of universal human experience.

Aside: a short speech or remark spoken by a character in a drama directed either to the audience or to another character which is supposed to be inaudible to the other characters on stage.

Assonance: the repetition of identical or similar vowel sounds in the stressed syllables of neighbouring words.

Ballad: a folk song or orally transmitted poem telling in a direct and dramatic manner some popular story usually derived from a tragic incident in local history or legend.  Ballads are composed usually in quatrains.

Cacophony: harshness of sound, the opposite of euphony, used by poets for deliberate effect.

Carpe Diem: means “seize the day” in other words make the best of the present moment.

Catharsis: the effect of purgation or purification achieved by tragic drama; could also be seen as emotional cleansing.

Characterization: the representation of persons in narrative and dramatic works.  This may include direct methods like the attribution of qualities in description or commentary, and indirect methods inviting readers to infer qualities from characters’ speech, action, or appearance.  Flat characters are simple and unchanging, and round characters are complex and dynamic and less predictable.
Colloquialism: the use of informal expressions appropriate to everyday speech rather than to the formality of writing, and differing in pronunciation, vocabulary, or grammar.

Comic Relief: the interruption of a serious work, especially in tragedy by a short humorous episode.

Connotation: the range of further associations that a word or phrase suggests in addition to its straightforward dictionary meaning.

Consonance: the repetition of identical or similar consonants in neighbouring words whose vowel sounds are different (e.g. coming home, hot foot, group/grope, wonder/wander).

Crisis: a decisive point in the plot of a play or story, upon which the outcome of the remaining action depends, and which ultimately precipitates the catastrophe or denouement.

Cultural Materialism: an approach to the analysis of literature, drama, and other cultural forms, adopted by some critics, mainly in Britain. The Cultural Materialism approach to literature emphasizes the social and economic contexts in which it is proposed and consumed.
Decadence: The decadent movement in literature describes the phenomenon as “an interesting disease” typical of an over-luxurious civilization.

Denotation: This is the dictionary meaning of a word.

Deus ex Machina: “God from a machine” who was lowered on the stage by mechanical methods in ancient Greek plays to solve problems of the plot in one brush stroke.

Dialect: a distinctive variety of a language spoken by members of an identifiable regional group, nation, or social class.

Dialogue: spoken exchanges between or among characters in a dramatic or narrative work.

Diction: the choice of words in a literary work.

Didactic: instructive; designed to impart information, advice, or some doctrine of morality or philosophy.  Most allegories or satires implying a moral or political view may be regarded as didactic.
Digression; a temporary departure from one subject to another more or less distantly related topic before the discussion of the first subject is resumed.

Dirty Realism: a critical label attached since the early 1980s to a group of American short-story writers.  The term refers to a tendency for short stories to recount incidents of impoverished life among blue-collar workers in small-town America, in a bare unsensational style.

Dissonance: harshness of sound and or rhythm, either inadvertent or deliberate.

Drama: is a major genre of literature, but includes non-literary mime.  Dramatic poetry is a category of verse composition for theatrical performance.  The term is now extended to non-theatrical poems that involve a similar kind of impersonation, as in a dramatic monologue.

Dramatic Monologue: a kind of poem in which a single fictional or historical character other than the poet speaks to a silent ‘audience’ of one or more persons.  Such poems reveal not the poet’s own thoughts but the mind of the impersonated character, whose personality is revealed.

Dystopia: a modern term invented as the opposite of utopia and applied to any alarmingly unpleasant imaginary world, usually the projected future.

Elegy: an elaborate formal lyric poem lamenting the death of a friend or public figure, or reflecting seriously on a solemn subject.

Epic: a long narrative poem celebrating the great deeds of one or more legendary heroes, in a grand ceremoniously style.
Epilogue: a concluding section of any written work.  At the end of some plays in the age of Shakespeare.

Epiphany: the term used in Christian theology for a manifestation of God’s presence in the world.  It was taken over by James Joyce to denote secular revelation in the everyday world.

Epistolary Novel: a novel written in the form of a series of letters exchanged among the characters of the story, which extracts from their journals sometimes included.

Euphemism: the use of polite language to describe something that is not nice or desirable.  For example: “He passed on”, instead of ‘He died”.

Euphony: a pleasing smoothness of sound, perceived by the ease with which the words can be spoken in combination.

Fable: a brief tale in verse or prose that conveys a moral lesson, usually by giving human speech and manner to animals and inanimate things.

Farce: a kind of comedy that inspires hilarity mixed with panic and cruelty in its audience through an increasingly rapid and improbable series of ludicrous confusion, physical disasters, and sexual innuendos among its stock characters.

First-Person Narrative: a narrative mode of storytelling in which the narrator appears as the “I” recollecting his or her own part in the events of the story.

Flashback: An element of plot whereby an author reveals plotline that occurs before or after the present.

Foil: a character whose qualities or actions serve to emphasize those of the protagonist by providing a strong contrast with them.

Folk Song: a song of unknown authorship that has been passed on, preserved and adapted in an oral tradition before later being down or recorded.  Folk songs usually have an easily remembered melody and a simple poetic form such as the quatrain.

Folklore: a modern term for the body of traditional customs, superstitions, stories, dances and songs that have been adopted and maintained within a given community by process of repetition not reliant on the written word.
Free verse: a king of poetry that does not conform to any regular metre, the length of its lines is irregular, as is its use of rhyme.

Genre:  the French term for a type, species, or class of composition.  A literary genre is recognizable and established category of written work employing common conventions as will prevent its audience form mistaking it for another kind.

Hamartia: the Greek word for error or failure, used by Aristotle to designate the false step that leads the protagonist in a tragedy to his or her downfall.

Historical Novel: a novel in which the action takes place during a specific historical period well before the time of writing (often one or two generations before) and in which some attempt is made to depict accurately the customs and mentality of the period.
Hubris: the Greek word for insolence applied to the arrogance or pride of the protagonist in a tragedy in which he or she defies moral laws or the gods.  The protagonist’s transgression leads to his or her downfall.

Hyperbole: exaggeration for the sake of emphasis in a figure of speech not meant literally.    “I have been waiting for ages.”

Idiom: a phrase or grammatical construction that cannot be translated literally into another language because its meaning is not equivalent to that of its component words.

Imagery: is when the author uses various techniques (metaphor, simile, personification, literal description, symbolism) in an attempt to put an image into the reader’s mind.

In Media Res: the Latin phrase meaning ‘into the middle of things’ applied to the common technique of storytelling by which the narrator begins the story at some exciting point in the middle of the action.
Interior Monologue: the written representation of a character’s inner thoughts, impressions, and memories as if directly overheard without the apparent intervention of a summarizing and selecting narrator.

Intonation: the pattern of variation in pitch during spoken utterance.  Intonation has important expressive functions, indicating the speaker’s attitude, and also signals grammatical status.

Irony; basic irony is when something happens that was not expected to happen.  Situational irony is when something occurs that we would not expect to occur.  Dramatic irony is when the reader and often several characters in a story or play know something that one or more characters do not. Verbal irony involves a discrepancy between what is said and what is really meant (sarcasm).

Juxtaposition: Placing two things closely together that are very different in order to create effect.  Juxtaposed characters are also called foils.
Local Colour Writing: a kind of fiction that came to prominence in the USA in the late 19th century, and was devoted to capturing the unique customs, manners, speech, folklore, and other qualities of a particular regional community, usually in a humorous short story.

Memoir-Novel: a kind of novel that pretends to be a true autobiography or memoir.

Metaphor: figure of speech in which one thing or idea or action is referred to by a word or expression normally denoting another thing, idea, or action, so as to suggest some common quality shared by the two.  
Mise-en scene: the French term for the staging or visual arrangement of a dramatic production, comprising scenery, properties, costume, lighting, and human movement.  The term is also used in film making for the staging of action in front of a camera.

Monologue: an extended speech uttered by one speaker, either to others or as if alone.

Motif: a situation, incident, idea, image, or character-type that is found in many different literary works, folktales, or myths, or any element of a work that is elaborated into a more general theme.

Narrative: a telling of some true or fictitious event or connected sequence of events, recounted by a narrator.

Narrator: the one who tells, or is assumed to be telling the story in a given narrative.  Narrators vary according to the degree of their participation in the story.  First-person narrators are involved in the story either as witness or as participant in the events.  Third-person narrators stand outside those events.  Omniscient narrator stands outside the events but also has special privileges such as access to characters’ unspoken thoughts and knowledge of events happening simultaneously in different places.  Unreliable narrators, whose accounts may be partial, ill-informed or otherwise misleading. Most third-person narrators are reliable.
Nemesis: retribution or punishment for wrong-doing; or the agent carrying out such punishment often personified as Nemesis, a minor Greek goddess responsible for executing the vengeance of the gods against erring humans.

Novella: a fictional tale in prose, intermediate in length and complexity between a short story and a novel, usually concentrating on a single event or a chain of events with a surprising turning point.

Onomatopoeia: the use of words that seem to imitate the sounds they refer to.  ( whack, fizz, crackle)

Oxymoron: a figure of speech that combines two usually contradictory terms in a compressed phrase.

Parody: a mocking imitation of the style or a literary work ridiculing the stylistic habits of an author or school of exaggerated mimicry.
Protagonist: the chief character in a play or story who may also be opposed by an antagonist.

Pun: an expression that achieves emphasis or humour by contriving an ambiguity, two distinct meanings being suggested either by the same word.
Realism: a mode of writing tat gives the impression of recording of reflecting faithfully an actual way of life.

Satire: a mode of writing that exposes the failings of individuals, institutions, or societies to ridicule and scorn.

Simile: an explicit comparison between two different things, actions, or feelings using the words like or as.

Soliloquy: A dramatic speech uttered by a character speaking aloud while alone on the stage (or while under the impression of being alone).

Stream of consciousness: the continuous flow of sense-perceptions, thoughts, feelings, and memories in the human mind.

Surrealism: an anti-rational movement of imaginative liberation in European art and literature.  The adjective surreal is often used in a loose sense to refer to any bizarre imaginative effect.

Symbol: in the simplest sense, anything that stands for or represents something else beyond it—usually and idea conventionally associated with it.

Tableau: a picture formed by living persons caught in static attitudes.

Theme: a salient abstract idea that emerges from literary work’s treatment of its subject-matter or a topic recurring in a number of literary works.

Tragedy: a serious play representing the disastrous downfall of a central character.
Tragic Flaw: the defect of character that brings about the protagonist’s downfall in a tragedy.  The idea of tragic flaw involves a narrowing and personalizing of the broader Greek concept of hamartia.  See also Hubris.
Unreliable narrator: a narrator whose account of events appears to be faulty, misleading, biases or otherwise distorted so that it departs from the true understanding of events shared between the reader and the implied author.

Utopia: an imagined form or superior human society or a written work of fiction

