A Brief Glossary of Literary Elements
 For a more complete lexicon, see Bedford’s online glossary: http://bcs.bedfordstmartins.com/litgloss/ 

Abstract Language: Language that describes ideas or qualities rather than specific, observable people, places, and things. 


Allusion: A reference to a person, place, event, or thing that is known from literature, history, religion, myth, politics, etc.  It seeks, by tapping the knowledge and memory of the reader, an emotional effect from the associations already existing in the reader’s mind. 

Ambiguity: A situation expressed in such a way as to admit more than one possible interpretation. 

Atmosphere: This term, taken from meteorology, means the predominant feeling in all or part of a literary work. This sounds a lot like the definition for mood; it differs from mood, however, in that it is more intimately influenced by setting, while mood is more influenced by tone. 


Characterization: The process by which the writer reveals a character’s personality; for example, through private thoughts, actions, and effects on other characters.

· Dynamic Character: Someone who changes in an important way during the course of a story.

· Static Character: Someone who is the same at the end of the story as at the beginning.

· Flat Character: Someone with only one or two personality traits.

· Round Character: Someone with complexities that make the character three-dimensional or lifelike.

· Stock Character: Someone who has no individuality and fits our expectations about a type; for example, the mad scientist; the villain with the black cape; the greedy miser who counts his cash at night; the cruel stepmother.

· Foil: A character who helps reveal by contrast the qualities of another character. 


Concrete Language: Language that describes or portrays specific, observable people, places, and things, rather than general ideas or qualities. 

Conflict: The struggle or clash between opposing characters, forces, or emotions: 

· External Conflict: A character struggles against some outside force: another character, society as a whole, or some natural force.

· Internal Conflict: The struggle between opposing needs, desires, or emotions within a single character; a battle inside a character’s head or heart.


Connotation: The meaning of a word (or words) that is implied or suggested by the specific associations the word calls to mind.

Foreshadowing: The use of clues to hint at what is going to happen later in the plot, which arouses the reader’s curiosity and increases suspense. 


Imagery: Descriptive language that appeals to the senses (sight, taste, touch, feeling, smell, and hearing) – that is, images create sensations in the reader’s mind, which connect the reader to the setting and characters.


Irony: A contrast or discrepancy between expectation and reality. In other words, something is ironic if it goes against our expectations.

· Verbal Irony: When a speaker says one thing but means the opposite. 

· Situational Irony: When what happens contradicts what is expected or appropriate.

· Dramatic Irony: When the reader or audience knows something important that a character in a story or drama does not know.


Metaphor: A figure of speech in which one thing is described as if it is another: “Life is a bowl of cherries,” “War is hell,” and “The exam was a killer.” One type of metaphor is simile, which tells how things are similar by using the words like or as: “My love is like a red, red rose.” An extended metaphor is a complex comparison that is several lines long, and a controlling metaphor is a comparison that occurs throughout an entire poem, a comparison upon which the meaning of the whole depends. 


Mood: The predominant feeling or emotional tonality of a section or a whole literary work that results from the tone or tones. 

Motif: A recurring situation, image, idea, or theme in a work of literature. 

Paradox: A statement that initially appears to be contradictory but then, on closer inspection, turns out to make sense. For example, John Donne ends his sonnet "Death, Be Not Proud" with the paradoxical statement "Death, thou shalt die." To solve the paradox, it is necessary to discover the sense that underlies the statement. Paradox is useful in poetry because it arrests a reader's attention by its seemingly stubborn refusal to make sense.

Pathos: The quality in a work that evokes sorrow or pity. Inappropriate pathos, or too-frequent resorting  to pathetic effects, can reduce a work to sentimentality or bathos. 


Personification: Ascribing human qualities to something non-human: the dancing trees; the angry clouds. 


Point of View: The vantage point from which a narrator tells a story.

· Omniscient: “All-knowing”; the narrator knows everything about the characters and events and can move about in time and place and into the minds of all the characters.

· First-Person: Someone, often the protagonist, who tells the story as he or she experienced it (uses the pronoun I).

· Second-Person: An uncommon point of view that places the reader as the protagonist (uses the pronoun you).

· Third-Person (also called Limited): The story is limited to the observations, thoughts, and feelings of a single character (uses the pronouns he and she).

· Unreliable: Narrated from the point of view of a character unable or unwilling to give an accurate account.

Refrain: A phrase, line, or group of lines that is repeated for effect, such as to add emphasis.

Setting: The time and place of a story, poem, or play. Setting greatly determines the atmosphere. 

Symbol: A person, place, thing, or event that represents something beyond itself; for example, a lion is a symbol of courage; a skull, a symbol of death; and flowers are symbolic of how quickly time passes.

Theme: The central meaning or dominant idea in a literary work. A theme provides a unifying point around which the plot, characters, setting, point of view, symbols, and other elements of a work are organized. The theme refers to the abstract concept that is made concrete through the images, characterization, and action of the text. It is important not to mistake the theme for the subject of the work; for example, death is a subject, and what the author communicates (usually implicitly) about death is a theme. 

Tone: The attitude the speaker has toward a subject — note that it is generally more accurate to say that it is the speaker’s tone and not the author’s, for the speaker in a literary work isn’t necessarily expressing the author’s personal views. Tone can also describe the attitude the author has toward his or her readers or self. If there is potential confusion about whose tone you are referring to, simply explicitly state “the speaker’s tone” or “the author’s tone.” Tone shifts frequently in literary works, especially longer ones, and it is described in adjectives that express emotion or manner: for example, it may be compassionate or judgmental, formal or casual, serious or ironic, confident or timid, or any other from the myriad of human emotions and manners.

Verisimilitude: The use of lifelike details to give the semblance of reality.
