Mrs. Muldoon

Basic Literary Terms

I. Literary Elements:

A. Characters: People or animals about whom/which the story is told.

1) Protagonist: Central character

2) Antagonist: Protagonist’s opposition

3) Dynamic:  A character who develops, matures, or changes throughout the story and is considered a complex character
4) Round: A character who/that is richly developed—multiple traits about the character are known and he/she is complex in his/her thinking, actions, etc.
5) Flat: A character who/that is vaguely developed –few traits are known and/or the character is simply depicted with surface-level thoughts, actions, etc. 

6) Main Character: Character(s) who plays the most important role(s) in the story.

7) Minor Character: Character(s) who play a less important role.

B. Point of View: The author’s choice of narrator.

1) First person:

a) Narrator is from a character’s point of view

i. Ex: Narrator uses: I, me, we, our…
b) Limited and/or biased perspective

2) Third-person limited:

a) Told from an outside perspective

i. Ex: Narrator uses: He, she, they…

b) Limited 

c) Reader learns about the actions or inner thoughts of only a few characters

3) Third-person omniscient:

a) Told from an outside perspective

i. Ex: Narrator uses: He, she, they…

b) Knows everything about the characters (Unlimited)

c) Communicates characters’ thoughts to the reader

i. May switch back and forth between the different points of view







C. Setting: The time and place in which the action occurs.  Things to take into consideration when analyzing the setting are:

1) Time: When the story takes place

a) In history: past, present, future

b) During the day: morning, dusk, night

c) Time of year: Fall, Spring, Christmas

2) Place:  Where the story takes place

a) “Well defined” (Suburban home in Omaha, NE)

b) “Vague” (Left up to the reader’s imagination- could be just about anywhere)

3) Link to central conflict (Specific connections between the setting and the main conflict in the story)
D. Plot: Series of events in a story.  Generally, almost all plots center on at least one conflict, or problem, that the characters struggle to resolve.  Plots usually follow a specific pattern, which include the exposition, rising action, climax, falling action, and resolution.

3. Climax





 2.  Rising



4. Falling




           Action



      

Action







6. Conflict
           1-a. Exposition (1-b: Initial Conflict)



  5. Resolution

1) a. Exposition: Introduces the setting, the characters, and the conflict.  Generally gives background information that the reader needs to know.  Sometimes it tells what happened in the past.
b. Initial Conflict: The first major event that sparks the initial conflict and moves the story into the rising action (marks the end of the exposition).
2) Rising Action: During this part of the story, the conflict is obvious.  Complications arise and suspense begins to build as the main characters struggle to resolve their problem(s).
3) Climax: The turning point of the story, that point at which the conflict is directly confronted.  May occur because of a decision the characters reach or because of a discovery or an event that turns the situation.  Usually results in a change in the characters or a solution to the problem.
4) Falling Action: In this part, the effects of the climax are shown.  The suspense is over, but the results of the decision or action that caused the climax are worked out. 
5) Resolution (a.k.a. “Denouement”): The resolution tells how the struggle ends.  It ties up any loose ends of the plot. ** Note that a resolution does not always exist in some contemporary writing/short stories.
6) Conflict:  A physical or emotional struggle between two forces.

a) External: Protagonist vs. Antagonist (another character, society, or environment)

b) Internal: Protagonist vs. Self (Indecision or nagging conscience)
E. Theme: The message the writer presents through the characters and the plot.  The theme often is about life, or a lesson learned by the characters.  (Hint: Usually applied to fiction.  A theme cannot be stated in a word or two.  It can, however, be stated in a sentence or two. Some stories may have more than one theme. Start by identifying the main topic of the story, then try to figure out what the author was trying to tell you/teach you about that topic.)

F. Main Point/Idea: The central idea that encapsulates/sums up the piece of literature. (Hint: Usually applied to non-fiction. The main point/idea is generally summed up in a sentence or two regarding the overall topic and what the author had to say about it.)
G. Mood: The feeling or the atmosphere the writer creates for the reader.

H. Bias: The author’s opinion that comes through in a piece, which is often shaped by a number of different factors
a) Natural Factors (i.e. age, gender, race, culture, religion born into, etc.)
b) Personal Perspectives (occupation, political affiliation, hobbies, chosen religion, etc.)
A. Purpose: The main intent of the piece.
1)  Inform

2) Entertain

3) Persuade

4) Express an Opinion
II. Literary Devices:
A. Tone: The attitude of the author/character toward the subject.  It reflects the author’s opinions or the character’s mood.
B. Foreshadowing: A sign of something to come
C. Flashback: A conversation, an episode, or an event that happened before the beginning of the story.
D. Irony: The contrast between what appears and what really is.

a) Verbal Irony: The contrast between what is being said and what is actually meant.

b) Situational Irony: When things turn out contrary to what is expected or intended.

c) Dramatic Irony: When the audience knows something the characters do not.

E. Simile: A comparison between two things using like or as.
F. Metaphor: A comparison between two unlike things that suggests a similarity.
G. Personification: A phrase that gives human characteristics to inanimate/non-living objects.
H. Hyperbole: An extreme exaggeration (usually using numbers) that makes a point
I. Allusion: A reference to an outside literary work or famous person
J. Onomatopoeia: The use of words whose sounds suggest their meanings
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