
Literary Terms 
 

Part 1 
 
Exposition - (introduction) sets up the story by telling us about the 
setting, characters, and conflict 
 
Rising Action - main events in the story that lead to the climax of the 
story 
 
Climax - the most emotional or suspenseful moment in a story 
 
Resolution - when the character’s problem is solved 
 
Plot - sequence of related events or actions in a story, novel, drama, or 
narrative poem 
 
*Open Plot - story stops at the climax; has no resolution 
 
*Closed Plot - story has a resolution 
 
Main Idea - the central thought or premise of a reading passage (what the 
story is mainly about) 
 
Theme - the central meaning of a literary work (the idea about life 
revealed in a work of literature) 
 
Setting - time and place in which events take place in a short story, novel, 
drama, or narrative poem 
 
 

 



Part 2 
 
Conflict - a struggle or clash between opposing characters, forces, or 
emotions 
 
Internal Conflict - conflict that takes place within a character’s mind; 
struggle between opposing needs, desires, or emotions 
 
*Man vs Himself - a character struggles inside and has trouble deciding 
what to do 
 
External Conflict - conflict in which a character struggles against some 
outside force 
 
*Man vs Man - one character has a problem with one or more of the other 
characters 
 
*Man vs Society - a character has a conflict or problem with society 
 
*Man vs Nature - a character has a conflict or problem with nature 
 
*Man vs Fate - a character has to battle with what seems to be an 
uncontrollable problem 
 
 
 
   

 



Part 3 
 
Point of View - the way in which an author reveals a viewpoint or 
perspective; this can be done through characters, ideas, events or 
narration 
 
*Third Person Omniscient Point of View - the narrator is not a character 
in the story and is “all knowing” able to reveal the thoughts and feelings of 
any character and to describe events from the viewpoint of any character 
*Third Person Limited Point of View - the narrator is not a character in 
the story and reveals the thoughts and feelings of one character; basically 
telling the story through that character’s experiences 
 
*First Person Point of View - the narrator (I) is a character in the story 
that can reveal his or her own thoughts and can tell what is seen or heard 
about others 
 
*Second Person Point of View - the narrator addresses the reader 
directly using the pronoun “you” 
 
   

 



Part 4 
 
Characterization - the process by which the writer reveals the personality 
of a character 
 
*Indirect Characterization - the author shows things that reveal the 
personality of a character through the speech, actions, thoughts, and 
appearance of the character 
 
*Direct Characterization - the author tells the personality of the 
character 
 
Protagonist - main character/ hero 
 
Antagonist - the adversary of the hero or protagonist of a drama or other 
literary work 
 
Flat Character - one dimensional; see only one part of personality 
 
Round Character - see all aspects of the character’s personality 
 
Static Character - character doesn’t change 
 
Dynamic Character - character changes throughout the story 
 
   

 



Part 5 
 
Atmosphere - the feeling, emotion, or mood that an author creates in a 
narrative through descriptive language 
 
*Mood - the atmosphere or predominant emotion in a literary work (how 
the reader feels) 
 
*Tone - writer’s or speaker’s attitude toward a subject, character, or 
audience conveyed through the author’s choice of words and details (how 
the author feels) 
 
Suspense - the uncertainty or anxiety the reader feels about what will 
happen next in a story 
 
Inference - a reasonable conclusion made about something based on 
certain clues or facts 
 
Flashback - a scene that interrupts the action of a narrative to show a 
previous event 
 
Foreshadow - the use of hints or clues in a narrative to suggest future 
action 
 
Dialogue - talk or conversation between two or more characters 
 
Dialect - a representation of the speech patterns of a particular region or 
social group 
 
Allusion - a brief and indirect reference to a person, place, thing, or idea 
of historical, cultural, literary, or political significance 
 

 



Irony - a contrast between the expectation of a situation and reality 
 
*Verbal Irony - a speaker speaks something contradictory to what he 
intends to say 
 
*Situational Irony - when something happens that is very different than 
what was expected 
 
*Dramatic Irony - the audience knows something that is going on in a 
situation but a character is unaware of what is going on 
 
   

 



Part 6 
 
Poetry - a kind of rhythmic, compressed language that uses figures of 
speech and imagery designed to appeal to emotion and imagination 
 
Speaker - the voice talking in the poem 
 
Stanza - group of lines forming a unit in a poem 
 
Refrain - a group of words repeated at intervals in a poem, song, or 
speech 
 
Rhythm - a musical quality produced by the repetition of stressed and 
unstressed syllables or by the repetition of certain other sound patterns 
 
Rhyme - words that have the same ending sound 
 
Imagery - words or phrases that describe something in a way that creates 
pictures, or images, that appeal to the reader’s senses 
 
Symbol - object, person, place, or action that has both meaning in itself 
and stands for something larger than itself such as a quality, attitude, 
belief, or value 
 
Connotation - all of the emotions and associations that a word or phrase 
arouses 
 
Denotation - specific or literal meaning of a word or phrase (dictionary 
definition) 
 
Alliteration - the repetition of the same initial consonant sound of each 
word in the connected text (ex. Harry the happy hippo) 

 



 
Oxymoron - when two opposite words are put together (jumbo shrimp) 
 
Figure of Speech - a word or phrase that describes one thing in terms of 
something else and is not literally true 
 
*Onomatopoeia - the use of words that imitate the sounds they describe 
(buzz, bam, splash, gurgle, etc) 
 
*Personification - the bestowing of human qualities on non-human 
things (animals, ideas, or things) 
 
*Hyperbole - an obvious and deliberate exaggeration; an extreme 
exaggeration 
 
*Pun - a play on words that have the same or similar sounds but different 
meanings 
 
*Idiom - an expression that does not mean what it literally says 
 
*Metaphor - an imaginative comparison between two unlike things in 
which one thing is said to be another (The snow is a white blanket.) 
 
*Simile - a comparison of two unlike things using the words like or as 
(The snow is like a blanket on the ground.) 
   

 



Part 7 - Genre - writing categories 
 
 
Fiction - imaginative literary works representing invented rather than 
actual persons, places, or events  (writing that is made up, not true) 
 
*Realistic Fiction - stories that take place during past historical times, 
with characters often taking part in important historical events 
 
*Mystery - stories in which characters try to answer questions about 
secrets with complex plots involving suspense, dangers, and intrigue; 
foreshadowing and flashback are common elements 
 
*Fantasy - imaginative stories in which characters and setting are 
different from those in the real world, often dealing with magic; 
sometimes portrays heroic battles of good vs evil 
 
*Science Fiction - a type of fantasy, stories generally set in future time or 
world in which scientific advances have changed society in important 
ways; the setting allows the author to examine human nature from a new 
perspective 
 
*Folktales - traditional stories that reveal the values and beliefs of a 
culture; types of folktales include myth, fable, and legend 
 
*Myth - stories that explain natural events such as seasons or weather, 
usually through the actions of gods or mythical characters 
 
*Fable - stories that teach about human morals, often using animals with 
human qualities 
 

 



*Legend - a story handed down from the past, seems to have some basis 
in history 
 
*Novel - a fictional story that is usually between one hundred and five 
hundred book pages long 
 
*Novella - a fictional story that is shorter than a novel but is longer in 
length than a short story (a short book) 
 
*Short Story - a fictional story that is usually ten to twenty book pages 
long 
 
Nonfiction - text that conveys factual information (writing that is true) 
 
*Biography - the story of a real person’s life, often someone who has 
made a great achievement or contribution to society 
 
*Autobiography - the life story of the author 
 
*Historical Documents and Speeches - official statements that record the 
social and political beliefs of groups of people and individuals in history 
and expose readers to the language and attitudes of the time 
 
*Newspapers and News Magazines - collections of simple, unbiased 
reports of current events 
 
*Essays, Journals, and Letters - personal accounts of life experiences 
written as they happened 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 

 


