DEFINITIONS FOR LITERARY ANALYSIS 

Definitions and examples given below are drawn from the following sources:


Elements of Literature series.  Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc.  1993.

Frye, Northrop, Sheridan Baker and George Perkins. The Harper    

           Handbook to Literature.   New York:  Harper & Row, Publishers.  

           1985.

Pickering, James H. and Jeffrey D. Hoeper.  Literature.  2nd edition. New 

                     York: Macmillan Publishing Company.  1986.

LITERARY ELEMENTS
(components of a literary piece; they just take place in different types of literature)
1.
PLOT:
 the order of events in which the story takes place

2.
CONFLICT:
the struggle of opposing forces


a.
EXTERNAL CONFLICT:   

-- man vs. man

                                -- man vs. nature (environment, fate)


b.
INTERNAL CONFLICT:   

-- man vs. self (conscience)

3. These terms are based upon a conventional diagram for fiction and drama.  It is based upon the diagram for dramatic structure offered by Gustav Freytag in 1863 and therefore is often called Freytag’s Pyramid.

 





a. EXPOSITION: the plot’s introduction which acquaints the reader

with necessary background information, setting, situations, and characters


**SETTING:
the time and place in which the story occurs

b. RISING ACTION:
breaks the introductory balance; introduces characters, setting, and conflicts if not addressed during the exposition.

If one specific plot occurrence marks the start of the rising action, it is called the INCITING INCIDENT.

c. COMPLICATIONS (MAJOR PLOT INCIDENTS): the key plot incidents during rising action

d. TURNING POINT or CLIMAX: the plot event which points directly to an inevitable resolution; sometimes known as the crisis, or point of inevitability

e. FALLING ACTION: following the climax, the sequence of events during which the conflict is reduced and the plot moves to its conclusion

f. DENOUMENT or RESOLUTION: the unraveling or clarification of the conflicts in a plot; the outcome

g. EPILOGUE: a poetic address to an audience at the conclusion of a play or any similar passage at the conclusion of a literary work in which the author gives clues about what will happen to these characters and situations in the future.  A PROLOGUE serves a similar function regarding the background of the plot prior to the beginning of a story.

4.
PROTAGONIST: the main character without whom there would be no

story; not necessarily the hero

5.
ANTAGONIST: the force(s) which or the character(s) whom present obstacles for the protagonist

6.
CHARACTERIZATION: the methods through which the personality of a character is revealed to the reader:


a.
what the character does


b.
what the character says about others


c.
what the character says about himself


d.
what others say about the character


e.
what others do about the character


f.
what the author says about the character


a-e = indirect characterization;
f =  direct characterization

7.
CHARACTER MOTIVATION: what factors cause the character to speak or act

8.
GENRE: a form, class, or type of literature:  essay, short story, novel, play, poem; often used also to refer to the subcategory of literature:  tragedy, comedy, melodrama, farce, romance, etc.

  

9.
NARRATOR:
the person telling the story; this character may be RELIABLE or UNRELIABLE because of youth, immaturity, intellectual ability, sanity, or any number of influences upon his or her perceptions and biases

10.
POINT OF VIEW:
the position from which the story is seen

a. 1ST PERSON: a character within the story tells the plot from a subjective point of view using “I”

b. OMNISCIENT: 3rd person (“he, she, they”); also known as multiple,

shifting, or “all knowing” point of view;  readers can see inside the minds of more than one character

c. LIMITED:  also 3rd person; one character’s thoughts and motives are revealed through indirect methods (see 6 a-e above)

d. OBJECTIVE: also 3rd person; thoughts and feelings of characters are not revealed; readers must infer motives, etc. on the basis of character actions and words alone

11.
FLASHBACK: going into the past to portray events which happened before the narrative takes place.  It differs from REMINISCENCE in that the latter is clearly identified as a retelling of a prior occurrence.  Flashbacks simply jump the narrative back in time.

12.
FORESHADOWING: clues and hints about future development

13.
DIALOGUE:
speech/written conversation between characters in a story (conventionally shown in quotation marks)

14.
MONOLOGUE: an extended speech by one character (alone or in the presence of others).  Related terms:  ASIDE, DRAMATIC MONOLOGUE, SOLILOQUY, INTERIOR MONOLOGUE.

15.
THEME: the message an author conveys through the story; the main idea or statement about human nature and life as it is, not necessarily as it should or should not be (see MORAL)

16.
MORAL: the practical lesson of a story concerning right and wrong behaviors

17.
TONE: the author’s attitude toward subject, characters, or audience

18.
MOOD: the atmosphere or feeling which pervades a literary work

19.
SUSPENSE:
psychological tension or anxiety which arises from uncertainty as to future plot events

Literary Techniques

(These are deliberately used by an author or poet to produce a specific effect)
1. 
ALLEGORY: a type of narrative that uses characters (and sometimes settings and plot events) to represent abstract ideas or values consistently throughout the piece to consistently illustrate the work’s thesis

2. 
ALLITERATION:  repetition of initial consonant sounds in two or more words in succession or close proximity: big, bold, Bruno the bear

3.
ALLUSION: a reference (usually brief) to a person, place, thing, or event in another piece of literature, the arts, or real life with which the intended reader is presumed to be familiar

4.
ANALOGY: “a comparison between things similar in a number of ways.  An analogy is frequently used to explain the unfamiliar by the familiar, as when a camera is compared by analogy to the human eye; strategy in a current … conflict by analogy to an older struggle already understood; the heart’s structure by analogy to a pump’s.   As a rhetorical device, analogy is sometimes used to justify conclusions logic would not allow, for even in closely analogous situations the differences may be crucial.  …  Similes and metaphors … are sometimes extended into analogies” (Frye 31).

5. 
APOSTROPHE: speaking to an imaginary or absent person, thing or abstraction (force of nature, ghost, etc.)

6. 
ARCHETYPE: a standard, pattern or model used by an author to indicate one of the conventions within a genre (the wise matriarch or patriarch, the black hat cowboy villain, etc.).

7.
ASSONANCE: repetition of middle vowel sounds:  fight/hive; pane/make. It is most effective on stressed syllables usually within a line of poetry but occasionally it replaces end rhyme.  It is sometimes found in prose also.

8.
CONSONANCE: repetition of inner or final consonant sounds (for example in Emily Dickinson’s “I Like to see it Lap the Miles”:  up/step; peer/pare; while/hill; star/door.  At the end of lines it is called SLANT RHYME.  When used to refer to non-poetic analysis, it simply means words that sound good together.

9. 
COMIC RELIEF: a light, humorous scene inserted between two dark scenes to offer the audience a respite. After you finish laughing, reconsider the scene to see the thematic relevance. See the Nurse scene in Romeo and Juliet.

10.
EXAGGERATION: when something is spoken of or written about as greater than it is in fact; an overstatement. HYPERBOLE is a type of deliberate exaggeration or overstatement to make a point. 

11.  
FOIL RELATIONSHIPS:


a. FOIL CHARACTER:
a character who provides a sharp, distinct contrast to another (traditional definition)


This concept can be extended to include:


b. FOIL EVENTS: a event which is juxtaposed with a similar event but dissimilar circumstances or consequences to illustrate theme:  ex: the various party situations in Gatsby show the attitudes of the various participants to wealth


c. FOIL SETTINGS: when two or more settings are shown to exemplify various attitudes about the theme(s):  again in Gatsby:   East vs. West Egg vs. the Manhattan apartment vs. the hotel

12.
FRAME NARRATIVE:
Some pieces begin with a tangentially related cue or clue to the primary narrative line in order to generate interest or perspective.  Most often these will end with a return to that initial premise to lend a sense of perspective and closure, most often reflective of theme.  Without the frame, the theme can be conveyed, but it is incomplete because of the perspective of time. Examples:  The Scarlet Letter;  Saving Private Ryan.


13. 
IRONY: concerning situations in which appearance differs from reality


a. DRAMATIC IRONY: when the audience or reader knows more than the characters who do or say things in contrast to the truth the audience realizes


b. SITUATIONAL IRONY: when events occur that are opposite from what one might logically expect


c. VERABAL IRONY: when a character speaks a line the opposite of what is actually intended (often for humor or sarcasm); both speaker and listener/audience understand the ironic intention so the primary aim is not deception

14. 
JUXTAPOSITION: related to foil, this is when there is an implied comparison or contrast by showing similarities and differences between two elements. The difference appears to be one of placement in the work: juxtapositions are closely placed while foils may appear at any point within the work. 
15.
LEITMOTIF: a recurring noun (including phrases, words, themes, actions and experiences) which act to lend unity and coherence to the literary work; for example, time and fog/smoke in “Prufrock”. Less intense than a symbol. Often shortened to “motif”.

16.
 LOCAL COLOR: writing that emphasizes aspects of a particular region in which the story is set (if good, it is VERISIMILITUDE; if overly sentimental or dependent upon coincidence it is not good. Most local color realism falls into the latter case.) 

17.
METAPHOR: a figure of speech that compares two unlike things without the use of words such as like, as, than, or resembles

18.
ONOMATOPOEIA: the use of a word whose sound conveys its meaning:


buzz, boom, splash

19.
OXYMORON: a figure of speech that combines opposite or contradictory terms in a brief phrase;  while apparently untrue or self-contradictory at first, upon reflection a deeper truth can be seen; for example, “sweet sorrow”, “living death”, “deafening silence.”

20.
PERSONIFICATION:
a metaphorical technique by which animals, things, or abstractions are presented as if they were persons

21.
PICARESQUE: a novel about the adventurous journey of a roguish character, often presented as an autobiography. The protagonist stops periodically for vignettes (isolated incidents) along the way. From the Spanish word “picaro”


= knave or rogue. May or may not involve a specific quest. 

22.
PUN: a play on words based on the multiple meanings of a single word or on words that sound alike but mean different things (homonyms)

23.
RITE OF PASSAGE: a plot which keys on a moment of awareness and maturation for the protagonist. It may or may not include an EPIPHANY, a stated awareness of this change in perspective. 

24.
SATIRE: a type of writing that ridicules the shortcomings of individuals or institutions in an attempt to bring about a change.

25. 
SIMILE: a comparison that relates two essentially dissimilar things using the words like or as

26.
STEREOTYPE: a character who represents a generalized social or racial image through traits and behaviors which manifest themselves from one work to another with no or minimal efforts to create a fully human character: the butler, the panhandler. 

27.
STREAM OF CONSCIOUSNESSS NARRATION: fiction in which the character’s thoughts—no matter how apparently jumbled and disconnected—appear as they occur to the character; generally to reflect the character’s disorder (from 1890s psychological writings especially of William James). 

28.     SUSPENSE: a feeling of uncertainty and curiosity about what will happen next in   

         the plot.

29.     SYMBOLISM:
using one concrete object or action to represent an abstraction


a. NATURAL SYMBOLS: connecting an object with a closely associated idea or concept: a star = hope; winter or night = death


b. CONVENTIONAL SYMBOLS: associations agreed upon within a culture:


a particular flag’s or religion’s icon


c. LITERARY SYMBOLS: when an author builds upon natural or conventional   

symbols specifically for the work at hand; sometimes an author may create a personal symbol which is applicable only is his work:  Melville’s Moby Dick

30.
THEME: the controlling idea or meaning of a work of art


a.
STATED: if the theme is expressed directly in the work


b.
IMPLIED: if the reader must infer or deduce the statement of theme


c.
GENERAL: when the theme is expressed in a word or phrase


d.
SPECIFIC: when the theme is expressed as a complete sentence

31.
TONE:
the attitude (or tone of voice) the writer adopts toward the subject of a work, its characters, or the audience:  playful, serious, ironic, formal, somber

32. 
MOOD:
 the atmosphere created for the audience/reader which causes the feeling which pervades the work

33.  
VERISIMILITUDE: when the author incorporates realism to the degree that the work takes on the appearance of reality; for example, the listing of guests in Gatsby and the site names and descriptions in Jewett’s “A White Heron”

TERMS PARTICULARLY SUITED TO DISCUSSIONS OF POETRY
1.
ACROSTIC:
a form in which the subject of the poem is spelled by sequencing the first letter in each line:     Long flowing mane






Identifies the king of beasts






On guard and alert






Noble even at rest
2.
BALLAD:
a song or poem that tells a story
3.
BLANK VERSE:
 poetry written in unrhymed iambic pentameter

4.
COUPLET:
two consecutive lines of poetry that rhyme


CLOSED COUPLET:
when these two lines form a complete thought
5.
CINQUAIN:
a five line, unrhymed poem with the following required number of syllables:
Line 1 = 1-2 syllables

                                   “  2 = 2-4
“




    “  3 = 3-6
“




    “  4 = 4-8
“




    “  5 = 5-2
“


Purple


A shade, a mood


A ribbon dangling loose


A sunset blanketing the sky


Lilac


  

6.
ELEGY:

a poem of mourning 
7.
EPIC POEM:
“a long narrative poem, typically a recounting of history or legend or of the deeds of a national hero”  (Frye 170)
8.
EPIGRAM:
“a brief and witty couching of a home truth” (Frye 174)
9.
FREE VERSE:
a poem of no standardized meter or rhyme
10.
HAIKU:

3 lines, 17 syllables (arranged 5-7-5), no rhyme or rhythm requirements:

         THE FALLING FLOWER






What I thought to be 





     Flowers soaring to their boughs






Were bright butterflies.



· Moritake  (1452-1540)  (qtd. in P & H 677)
11.
METER:
a pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables in poetry

(See Holt 1175 for specific configurations)
12.
NARRATIVE POEM:
a poem that narrates (tells) a story
12.
ODE:
“a long lyric poem, serious and dignified in subject, tone, and style, ... often written to commemorate or celebrate an event of individual” (P & H 1549)

13.
SONNET:
a 14-line poem in iambic pentameter; there are several structures which this brief glossary will not address.

