
1. Literature Terminology



Evaluating literature 
means you have to 
have the vocabulary to 
reference specific 
elements of literature. 



1.1 Plot 

1.2 Setting 

1.3 Characters 

1.4 Point of View



1.5 Symbol and Figurative 
Language 

1.6 Theme 

1.7 Mood 

1.8 Tone



1.1 Plot



Plot is the story. It is what 
the characters do and 
what happens to them. 

Plot incorporates how and 
why those things 
happen and the 
consequences of the 
characters’ actions.



Plots are classified as 
either comic or tragic, 
meaning they build 
toward a happy or 
positive ending or a 
sorrowful or negative 
one. 





Plot derives from some 
form of opposition or 
conflict among 
characters. 

Plot is essentially the 
summary of events as 
they occurred in the 
story.



Complication (rising 
action): conflict between 
the main characters is 
building 

Turning point (climax)- At 
this point, the main 
character has reached his 
or her apex of good 
fortune in the story.



Denouement (falling 
action)- Things begin to 
go downhill for the main 
character. Painful or 
shocking discoveries are 
often part of this section.



Resolution- By the end 
there should be some 
closure, either positive or 
negative, for the main 
character



1.2 Setting



Setting is the place and time 
where the events of the 
drama take place. 

Sometimes setting can 
function as a character or 
establish the emotional 
atmosphere, or mood. 



Setting also includes 
the historical and 
cultural moment in 
which the story takes 
place, or its social 
context. Setting 
serves as the 
background for the 
plot.





Example: In Charles 
Dickens’ A Tale of Two 
Cities, the setting is two 
geographical places 
(Paris, France and 
London, England) and 
during the time the 
French Revolution 
begins (1775-1793).





1.3 Characters



The story revolves around 
the actions of the 
characters, the people 
whose stories are being 
told. 

The protagonist is the 
hero or the person the 
audience is meant to 
identify with. The story 
generally revolves 
around him/her. 



The antagonist is the 
primary source of 
opposition or 
conflict with the 
protagonist, who is 
often but not always 
a villain. 





Both the antagonist and 
protagonist are round 
characters, which means 
they are fully developed 
and identifiable 
personalities, attitudes, 
desires, and motivations, 
traits, and flaws. 



Flat characters are 
characters in the story 
whose personalities are 
probed in considerably 
less depth. Stock 
characters, or 
stereotypical types, fall 
into this category. 



Examples of stock 
characters include: the 
Lilliputions, Yahoos, and 
Houyhnhnms from 
Gulliver’s Travels by 
Jonathan Swift or the 
fool from Shakespeare’s 
Macbeth.





Example: In William 
Shakespeare’s Othello, 
Othello is the 
protagonist, and Iago is 
the antagonist who plots 
Othello’s downfall.



A dynamic character is 
one who changes 
drastically in the 
course of the story. 
An example is 
Ebenezer Scrooge 
from Charles Dickens’ 
A Christmas Carol.





A static character is one 
whose attitudes and 
behaviors remain 
fairly consistent 
throughout the story. 



1.4 Point of View



Point of view is the 
mode of narration that 
an author employs to 
let the readers “hear” 
and “see” what takes 
place in a story.





First person point of 
view is use of the 
pronoun “I” and “we.” 
It puts the reader 
inside the mind of one 
of the characters. 
Everything that 
happens is viewed 
from this character’s 
perspective



Second person point of 
view is use of the 
pronoun “you.” 

Third person point of 
view is use of the 
pronouns “she,” “he,” 
“it,” and “they.” 



There are two types of 
third person narrators: 
omniscient (narrators 
who can get inside 
minds of all the 
characters) or limited 
omniscient (narrators 
who can get inside only 
a few of the characters’ 
minds but not all)





Narrators are not the 
authors. Narrator is 
another character in 
the work whose 
perception is also 
colored by his/her own 
personality and 
experiences like the 
other characters. 



Example: Picaresque 
novels are usually first 
person. It is a satirical 
novel which follows a 
rogue hero of 
questionable social 
status into his 
adventures in a corrupt 
society by using his 
street smarts. 



1.5 Symbol and Figurative Language



Symbolism is the use of 
symbols to signify 
ideas and qualities by 
giving them symbolic 
meanings that are 
different from their 
literal sense.





Figurative language is using 
figures of speech to be 
more effective, persuasive 
and impactful. Figures of 
speech such as 
metaphors, similes, and 
allusions go beyond the 
literal meanings of the 
words to give the readers 
new insights.



1.6 Theme



Theme is the point or the 
argument the writer is 
trying to make. It is related 
to but different from the 
subject. Where the subject 
of a story is specific to the 
setting, the plot, and the 
characters, the theme is the 
broad based philosophical 
issue explored by the 
characters’ story.



Theme is the complex 
understanding of an 
issue or idea as 
presented by the 
subject of a story. It is 
expressed throughout 
and is closely tied to 
the plot. 



Example: In John 
Steinbeck’s Grapes of 
Wrath, there is a primary 
theme of survival, but 
there are also secondary 
themes of importance of 
family and social 
injustice.





1.7 Mood



Mood refers to the 
atmosphere of a 
literary work. The 
mood usually 
expresses some type 
of emotion, such as 
fear or dread. 



Example: In Edgar Allen 
Poe’s The Masque of the Red 
Death, Prince Prospero is 
throwing a masquerade party 
as his castle though the 
mood of the party is neither 
light or happy. Instead the 
reader senses a danger right 
from the beginning, which 
slowly becomes stronger as 
the story continues. 





1.8 Tone



While mood refers to the 
feeling created by a 
work, tone refers to the 
author’s attitude towards 
his subject. Tones can 
include sarcastic, light 
hearted, dramatic, 
passionate, or ironic.





Author’s tone can shape 
the reader’s reaction to 
events in the story, 
including plot, 
characters, and setting. 





Example: In Moliere’s 
play Tartuffe, the tone is 
clearly satirical and 
humorous, which 
influences the reader/
audience to view the 
play in that manner.


