Selected Literature Devices and Techniques
allegory: a story in which people, things and actions represent an idea about life; allegories often have a strong moral or lesson.

allusion (a-LOO-zhuhn):  a reference in a literary work to a person, place, or thing in history or another work of literature. Allusions are often indirect or brief references to well-known characters or events. 

antagonist (an-TAG-uh-nist):  see character
author’s purpose:  an author’s purpose is his or her reason for creating a particular work.  The purpose can be to entertain, explain or inform, express an opinion, or to persuade. 
character:  a person who is responsible for the thoughts and actions within a story, poem, or other literature. Characters are extremely important because they are the medium through which a reader interacts with a piece of literature. Every character has his or her own personality, which a creative author uses to assist in forming the plot of a story or creating a mood. Terms Associated with Characterization:
1.      antagonist (an-TAG-uh-nist):  a character in a story or poem who deceives, frustrates, or works against the main character, or protagonist, in some way. The antagonist doesn’t necessarily have to be a person. It could be death, the devil, an illness, or any challenge that prevents the main character from living “happily ever after."

2.      foil: a character who serves as a contrast or a conflict to another character

3.     Tragic hero/heroine: 

6.      minor characters:  a less important character who interacts with the main characters, helping to move the plot along and providing background for the story.  Minor characters are usually static and flat. 

characterization:  all of the techniques that writers use to create characters.  Terms Associated with Characterization:
1.      character trait:  a character’s personality; a trait is not a physical description of a character.

2.      dynamic character:  a character who changes throughout the course of the story.

3.      indirect characterization:  the author does not directly state a character’s traits; instead the reader draws conclusions and discovers a character’s traits based upon clues provided by the author.

4.      static character:  a character who does not change or who changes very little in the course of a story.

 
chronological order:  the order in which events happen in time.

  

cliché: a type of figurative language containing an overused expression or a saying that is no longer considered original. 

  

conflict:  the tension or problem in the story; a struggle between opposing forces.Terms Associated With Conflict:
1.      central conflict:  the dominant or most important conflict in the story.

2.      external conflict:  the problem or struggle that exists between the main character and an outside force. (ex:  person vs. person, person vs. society, person vs. nature, person vs. the supernatural, person vs. technology, etc.)

3.      internal conflict:  the problem or struggle that takes place in the main character’s mind (person vs. self).

dialogue (di-UH-log): The conversation between characters in a drama or narrative. A dialogue occurs in most works of literature. 

drama:  a drama or play is a form of literature meant to be performed by actors before an audience.  In a drama, the characters’ dialogue and actions tell the story.  The written form of a play is known as a script.

epiphany: a sudden moment of understanding that causes a character to change or to act in a certain way.

 

extended metaphor:  a figure of speech that compares two essentially unlike things in great length.  

figurative language or figure of speech:  expressions that are not literally true.  see simile, metaphor, hyperbole, understatement, irony, oxymoron, cliché, metonymy 
flashback:  an interruption of the chronological sequence (as in a film or literary work) of an event of earlier occurrence. A flashback is a narrative technique that allows a writer to present past events during current events, in order to provide background for the current narration.  

foil: see character
foreshadowing: when the writer provides clues or hints that suggest or predict future event in a story.    
hyperbole (hi-per-bo-lee): a figure of speech in which the truth is exaggerated for emphasis or humorous effect. 
idiom: a phrase or expression that means something different from what the words actually say (for example, using the phrase “over his head” instead of “He doesn’t understand”).
imagery:  the use of words and phrases that appeal to the five senses.  Writers use sensory details to help readers imagine how things look, feel, smell, sound, and taste.

 
irony (i-RAH-nee): a contrast between what is expected and what actually exists or happens. Irony spices up a literary work by adding unexpected twists and allowing the reader to become more involved with the characters and plot.

There are many types of irony, including:  

1.      verbal irony:  occurs when the speaker means something totally different than what he or she is saying  and often times the opposite of what a character is saying is true.

2.      dramatic irony:  occurs when facts are not known to the characters in a work of literature but are known by the audience.

3.      cosmic irony:  suggests that some unknown force brings about dire and dreadful events.

4.      irony of situation: the difference between what is expected to happen and the way events actually work out.

Juxtaposition: Two (or more) items side-by-side (or near each other) to emphasize and contrast the differences between the two to create an effect (often more knowledge about one of the things). This can be done with:

Characters;

Events or Scenes;

Words/phrases;

Ideas;

Symbols;

Settings;

Etc.
 

metaphor (met-AH-for): a type of figurative language in which a comparison is made between two things that are essentially unalike but may have one quality in common.  Unlike a simile, a metaphor does not contain an explicit word of comparison, such as “like” or “as”. 

mood: a mood or atmosphere is the feeling that a literary work conveys to readers.  Mood is created through the use of plot, character, the author’s descriptions, etc.

motif (moh-TEEF): a recurring object, concept, or structure in a work of literature. A motif may also be two contrasting elements in a work, such as good and evil. A motif is important because it allows one to see main points and themes that the author is trying to express, in order that one might be able to interpret the work more accurately. Motifs appear in different contexts or can be dynamic. Motifs can also be reoccurring lit devices or language structures (like “So it goes”).
narrator: one who tells a story; the speaker or the “voice” of an oral or written work. The narrator is not usually the same person as the author. The narrator is the direct window into a piece of work. Who the author chooses to narrate establishes the point of view in the story.

unreliable narrator: one who gives his or her own understanding of a story, instead of the explanation and interpretation the author wishes the audience to obtain. This type of action tends to alter the audience’s opinion of the conclusion. 

oxymoron:  a form of figurative language combining contradictory words or ideas (ex. jumbo shrimp, bittersweet).
paradox:  a statement that seems to contradict itself but is, nevertheless, true.

parallelism:  the use of similar grammatical constructions to express ideas that are related or equal in importance. For example:  The sun rises. The sun sets.

parody: a literary or artistic work that imitates the characteristic style of an author’s work for comic effect or ridicule.

personification {PER-son-E-fih-ka-shEn): a figure of speech where animals, ideas or inanimate objects are given human characteristics. 

point of view: perspective from which a story is told. Understanding the point of view used in a work is critical to understanding literature; it serves as the instrument to relay the events of a story, and in some instances the feelings and motives of the character(s).  

Terms Associated with Point of View:          
1.      first person point of view:  the person telling the story is one of the characters in the story.  It is the “I” point of view.  It is the most limited among the types because the narrator can only state what he or she sees, feels, and hears.  He or she cannot go into the minds of the other characters.

2.      second person point of view:  refers to the use of “you” in explanations or arguments. It is not frequently used, but is appropriate in certain circumstances.  Most second person points of view occur within instructions that are meant to be followed.  

3.      third person limited or third person objective:  the person telling the story is not one of the characters in the story.  He or she is an outside observer.  The reader can only know what one character learns through interaction with other characters or through overheard conversations.  The narrator cannot supply the thoughts or feelings of other characters in the story.        

4.      third person omniscient:  the narrator is not a character in the story, but the events in the story are seen through the eyes of more than one of the characters.  The narrator is considered to be “all knowing” and cannot only see and hear everything that is happening to all characters in the story, but can also enter their minds and tell the reader what each is thinking and feeling. This is the least limited point of view because the narrator has knowledge of all the characters.            

propaganda: text that uses false or misleading information to present a slanted point of view. 
repetition:  a technique in which a sound, word, phrase, or line is repeated for effect or emphasis.

 

sarcasm: the use of praise to mock someone or something; the use of mockery or verbal irony

 

satire:  a literary technique in which ideas or customs are ridiculed for the purpose of improving society.

 

sensory details:  words and phrases that help readers see, hear, taste, feel, or smell what an author is describing.
 
setting (set-ting): the time, place, physical details, and circumstances in which a story occurs. Settings include the background, atmosphere or environment in which characters live and move, and usually include physical characteristics of the surroundings. 

Settings enables the reader to better envision how a story unfolds by relating necessary physical details of a piece of literature. 

 

style: how a writer says something; many elements contribute to style, including word choice, sentence length, tone and figurative language

suspense: a feeling of growing tension and excitement.  Writers create suspense by raising questions in readers’ minds about what might happen.

symbolism: using something specific to stand for something else, especially an idea. A symbol is a person, place, object or action that for something beyond itself. For example, a dove may represent peace. The dove can be seen and peace cannot.

synecdoche: a literary technique in which the whole is represented by naming one of its parts (genus named for species), or vice versa (species named for genus). Example: “You've got to come take a look at my new set of wheels.” The vehicle here is represented by its parts, or wheels. 
theme: a common thread or repeated idea that is incorporated throughout a literary work. A theme is a thought or idea the author presents to the reader about life or human nature. Generally, a theme has to be extracted as the reader explores the passages of a work. The author utilizes the characters, plot, and other literary devices to assist the reader in this endeavor. The author often intertwines the theme throughout the work, and the full impact is slowly realized as the reader processes the text. The ability to recognize a theme is important because it allows the reader to understand part of the author’s purpose in writing the book. 

 

tone: the writer’s attitude or feeling  about his or her subject.
 
tragedy: a dramatic work that presents the downfall of a dignified character or characters who are involved in historically or socially significant events.  The events in a tragic plot are set in motion by a decision that is often an error in judgment. Succeeding events inevitably lead to a disastrous conclusion, usually death.
