Literary / Historical Terms:  

1. Abstract Language: A term used to describe language that deals with generalities and intangible concepts.  

Ex:  happiness, hope, evil

2.  Allegory:  A story or poem in which characters, settings, and events stand for other people or events or for abstract qualities and ideas.  An allegory can be read on two levels:for its literal meaning and for its symbolic or allegorical meaning.

3. Alliteration: The repetition of the same or similar consonant sounds at the beginning of words to create musical effect or establish mood.  

Ex:  Peter Piper Picked a Peck of Pickled Peppers.

4. Allusion: A reference to someone or something that is known from history, literature, religion, politics, sports, science, or some other branch of culture.  The Bible and Shakespeare are alluded to more than any other literature.

Ex:  The force be with you - alludes to Star Wars.

5.  Ambiguity: a technique by which a writer deliberately suggestes two or more different, and sometimes conflicting, endings.

6.  American Dream: A uniquely American vision of the country consisting of three central ideas:  a belief in America as the new Eden (a land of beauty, bounty, and unlimited promise);  a feeling of optimism and ever expanding opportunity; and a confidence in triumph of the individual.

7.  Analogy: A comparison made between two things to show how they are alike.

8.  Antagonist: The "bad guy'" or opponent of the hero.

9.  Archetype: A very old imaginative pattern that appears in literature across cultures and is repeated through the ages.

Ex:  The tragic hero appears again and again in literature.

10.  Assonance: The repetition of similar vowel sounds - used to create musical effect.

Ex:  Days wane away.

11.  Atmosphere: the mood or feeling created in a piece of writing.  A story's atmosphere may be peaceful, festive, menacing, melancholy, and so on.  

12.  Autobiography: An account of the writer's own life.

13.  Ballad: A song or poem that tells a story.  Ballads usually have a steady rhythm, simple rhyme pattern, and a refrain.

14.  BLANK VERSE: Poetry written in unrhymed iambic pentameter. It was used notably by such poets as Shakespeare and Milton in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and by Robert Frost in the twentieth.

15.  CHARACTER: An individual in a story or play.

The process by which the writer reveals the personality of a character is called characterization.


direct characterization: the writer tells us directly. 

indirect characterization: we have to exercise our own judgment, putting clues together to infer what a character is like



static character:one who does not change much in the course of a story. 

dynamic character: changes in some important way as a result of the story’s action. 

Flat characters: have few personality traits (the loyal sidekick, the buffoon, the nosy neighbor.) 



round characters: have more dimension to their personalities

16.  CLICHÉ: A word or phrase, often a figure of speech, that has become lifeless because of overuse.

examples: “green with envy,” “quiet as a mouse,” and “pretty as a picture.”

17.  CLIMAX:  That point in a plot that creates the greatest intensity, suspense, or interest. The climax is usually the point at which the conflict in the story is resolved. 

18.  COMEDY:  In general, a story that ends with a happy resolution of the conflicts faced by the main character or characters. 

19.  CONCRETE LANGUAGE:  A term for language that uses specific words and details to describe a particular subject. Concrete language deals with the specifics of a subject. Words that engage the senses of hearing, touch, sight, smell, and taste are important examples of concrete language. 

Ex:  A fuzzy puppy with a round belly

21.  CONFLICT:  The struggle between opposing forces or characters in a story. A conflict can be internal,involving opposing forces within a person’s mind. External conflicts can exist between two people, between a person and a force of nature or a machine, or between a person and a whole society. 

22. CONSONANCE:  The repetition of the same or similar final consonant sounds on accented syllables or in important words.

Ex: ticktock and singsong

23. COUPLET:  Two consecutive rhyming lines of poetry.

 Ex:  If ever wife was happy in a man,  

Compare with me, ye women, if you can.  -Anne Bradstreet, 





from  “To My Dear and Loving Husband”


26.  DENOUEMENT: The conclusion (or resolution) of a story. In French the word means “unraveling.” 

27.  DIALECT: A way of speaking that is characteristic of a certain social group or of the inhabitants of a certain geographical area. Dialects may differ from one another in vocabulary, pronunciation, and grammar. The dialect that has become dominant in America is known as Standard English.  Many writers try to capture dialects to give their stories local color,humor, or an air of authenticity.

