Literary Terms

Grade Seven

Note:  Terms related to the seventh grade Skill Progression Chart are listed in bold face type and contain age-appropriate examples with links to meaning. Additional terms and definitions are included for the sake of vertical team continuity and so that students who wish to go beyond their grade level standards may advance their knowledge of literary terminology at their own pace.

Literary Elements

Archetype is a character, action, or situation that is a prototype or pattern of human life generally; a situation that occurs over and over again in literature, such as a quest, an initiation, or an attempt to overcome evil.  Many myths are archetypes.  Two common types of archetypes are setting and character.  A common archetypical setting is the desert, which is associated with spiritual sterility and barrenness because it is devoid of many amenities and personal comforts.  Archetypal characters are those who embody a certain kind of universal human experience.  For example, a femme fatale, siren, or temptress figure is a character that purposefully lures men to disaster through her beauty. Other examples of archetypal figures include the “damsel in distress,” the “mentor,” the “old crone,” “hag,” or witch, and the “naïve young man from the country.” These characters are recognizable human “types” and their stories recreate “typical” or recurrent human experiences.  In the medieval story of King Arthur and Merlin, the hero is taught and led to manhood by a teacher or mentor.

Characters are people or animals who take part in the action of a literary work.   Readers learn about characters from

· what they say (dialogue),

· what they do (actions),

· what they think (interior monologue),

· what others say about them, and

· through the author’s direct statement.

The character with whom readers identify is almost always the protagonist; the adversary of this character is then the antagonist.  To be believable, a character must reflect universal human characteristics that are the same despite geographical differences and time periods.  The emotions and concerns of real people of all times are expressed in concrete terms through the traits of literary characters.  An author may choose to emphasize a single important trait, creating what is called a flat character, or the author may present a complex, fully-rounded personality (a three-dimensional or round character). A character that changes little over the course of a narrative is called a static character.  Things happen to these characters, but little happens in them.  A character that changes in response to the actions through which he or she passes is called a dynamic character.  One of the objectives of the work is to reveal the consequences of the action upon her or him.
Conflict is a term that describes the tension between opposing forces in a work of literature. Some of the more common conflicts involve the following forces:  

· a person in opposition to another person; 

· a person opposing fate; 

· an internal battle involving contradictory forces within a character, 

· a person fighting against the forces of nature, or

· a person in opposition to some aspect of his or her society.

Examples are from The Giver:


a person in opposition to another person:  Jonas opposes his father who follows 


the rules of society without question.


a person opposing fate:  In a world that systematically eliminates rebellious 


youngsters, Jonas fights to save his young brother, Gabriel.


an internal battle involving contradictory forces within a character:  Jonas 


must decide to remain as Receiver of Memory, a great honor, or be true to himself.


a person fighting against the forces of nature:  Descriptions of nature are 


virtually non-existent.  To show the community’s complete control over every-


thing, including the environment, Lowry omits any description of the weather,


trees, sun, or sky until almost the end.


a person in opposition to some aspect of his or her society:  Jonas decides to 


rebel against his world when he receives knowledge that transforms him.

Details are the facts revealed by the author or speaker which support the attitude or tone in a piece of poetry or prose: e.g., In J. Frank Dobie’s “Brother Coyote and Brother Cricket,” the first twenty-two lines establish the setting as a “summer evening,” “about sundown,” “across the plain.”  The next details tell of a cricket who insults a coyote, thereby creating irony and the absurdity of dominion of a coyote by a cricket.  These details also establish a mood of fantasy and comedy.

Diction is word choice intended to convey a certain effect. e.g., Walt Whitman in “Miracles” defines miracles as everyday elements, the small things of life that make it beautiful.  This idea is developed mainly through the diction when Whitman lists what constitutes a miracle.


“naked feet on the beach


trees in the woods

sit at dinner


watch honey-bees


animals feeding in the fields”

Walking on the beach, sharing food with family and friends, and admiring nature are “the small things that make life beautiful.”

The denotative and connotative meanings of words must also be considered. Denotation refers to the dictionary definition of a word, whereas connotation refers to the feelings and attitudes associated with a word.

Examples are from The Giver
In the first sentence of the novel, “It was almost December, and Jonas was beginning to be frightened,” the word “December” connotes: coldness, darkness, the death of plants.  The word “frightened” denotes apprehension and fear but suggests that the future holds some anxious moments for Jonas.

Flashback is a scene that interrupts the action of a work to show a previous event.

Examples from The Giver
The opening passage of The Giver describes a day in late November where aircraft are flying over the community, and Jonas is afraid.  He then recalls the year before when aircraft also flew over the community, but the feeling was not as scary.

Foreshadowing is the use of hints or clues in a narrative to suggest future action.

Examples are from The Giver
Jonas allows Gabriel to feel the lovely breeze (forbidden).  This “gift” foreshadows Jonas’ disobedience in the future which leads to his rebellion of the rules of the community.

Imagery consists of the words or phrases a writer uses to represent persons, objects, actions, feelings, and ideas descriptively by appealing to the senses: e.g., Francisco Alarcon’s poem, “In a Neighborhood in Los Angeles,” is a tribute to his beloved grandfather who cared for him while his parents went to work.  When he writes that his grandfather would “chat with chairs,”(visual / auditory) “sing them old songs,”(auditory) “dance waltzes with them,”(visual) and “count clouds,”(visual) we get to know the grandfather through visual and auditory imagery as a kind, gentle man who taught the grandson the value of the imagination.

Mood is the atmosphere or predominant emotion in a literary work.

In The Giver, people are not allowed to remember the past nor show emotion.  Their community is very clinical; everyone conforms; there is no need to demonstrate affection.  It is this atmosphere from which Jonas rebels.

Plot is the sequence of events or actions in a short story, novel, play, or narrative poem. Freytag’s Pyramid is a convenient diagram that describes the typical pattern of a dramatic or fictional work.  The structure of the work begins with exposition, in which the author lays the groundwork for the reader by revealing the setting, the relationships between the characters, and the situation as it exists before conflict begins.  The inciting incident interrupts the harmony and balance of the situation and one or more of the characters comes into conflict with an outside force, with his or her own nature, or with another character.  During the plot events that constitute the rising action, the things that happen in the work build toward an irreversible climax or pivotal point, after which the falling action leads inevitably toward a revelation of meaning which occurs at the denouement, a resolution or unraveling, of the problem set up by the inciting incident.

Examples of each stage from The Giver.

· exposition

In addition to the introduction of Jonas and his family, the community where they live is described as different from the norm.   Loudspeakers give general information, and all children are taken care of at the Nurturing Center.

· inciting incident
Jonas is selected as the next Receiver of Memory which is an awesome burden for one so young.

· rising action 
Jonas learns what happened to the last Receiver of Memory and is allowed to lie to the community.

· climax
When Gabriel learns that his young brother, Gabriel, will be “released,” a code word for extermination, due to Gabriel’s rebellious nature, Jonas chooses to escape from is community and save Gabriel.

· falling action
Jonas takes Gabriel and escapes.

· denouement
The ending is inconclusive.  Jonas’ and Gabriel’s future is vague.  It is not too clear if what they find beyond the horizon is better than their previous world.

Point of view is the perspective from which a narrative is told.  Some technical terms for different points of view included omniscient and limited; however, point of view can also refer to the bias of the person or thing through whose eyes the reader experiences the action. There are two basic types of point of view: participant and non-participant.  The participant point of view is also called the first person point of view because first person pronouns (I, me, my, we, us, our) are used to tell the story.  The non-participant point of view is also called the third person point of view because third person  pronouns( he, him, she, her, they, them) are used to tell the story. 

The point of view in Leslie Marmon Silko’s “Uncle Tony’s Goat” is first person narrator.  By choosing this vantage point, Silko creates an uncertain ending.  The story concerns the young narrator who tangles with a big billy goat and comes out of the fray with a cut over an eye.  The goat escapes and finds its way back to freedom and his original home high in the mountains dotted with pine trees.  The story ends with her uncle’s wink while stating that the goat was too big and mean to keep anyway.  The first person point of view keeps the reader guessing about the real outcome.  Did Uncle Tony allow the goat to escape or did the goat outsmart him?

Rhetorical Shift or turn refers to a change or movement in a piece resulting from an epiphany, realization, or insight gained by the speaker, a character, or the reader.

Setting is the time and place in which events in a short story, novel, play, or narrative poem take place.  The Giver takes place in the future in a community much like Earth, except, that ultimately, the community turns out to be a totalitarian state.  The description of the setting is sterile, devoid of sensory detail in order to parallel the lack of human emotion that is absent for the community.

Structure is the framework or organization of a literary selection.  For example, the structure of fiction is usually determined by plot and by chapter division; the structure of drama depends upon its division into acts and scenes; the structure of an essay depends upon the organization of ideas; the structure of poetry is determined by its rhyme scheme and stanzaic form.

Style is the writer’s characteristic manner of employing language.

Suspense is the quality of a short story, novel, play, or narrative poem that makes the reader or audience uncertain or tense about the outcome of events.

Example from The Giver.

When Jonas learns about the death of his predecessor, the Receiver of Memory, and receives more memories from The Giver, Jonas begins to reconsider his position.  Suspense builds when he lies to his family for the first time.  Suspense continues when Jonas learns that Gabriel will be “released.”  At this juncture, Jonas and Gabriel escape to an uncertain future.

Syntax means the arrangement of words and the order of grammatical elements in a sentence.  (See syntax techniques in the grammar and syntax section.)

Theme is the central message of a literary work.  It is not the same as a subject, which can be expressed in a word or two: courage, survival, war, pride, etc.  The theme is the idea the author wishes to convey about that subject.  It is expressed as a sentence or general statement about life or human nature.  A literary work can have more than one theme, and most themes are not directly stated but are implied.  The reader must think about all the elements of the work and use them to make inferences, or reasonable guesses, as to which themes seem to be implied.  An example of a theme on the subject of pride might be that pride often precedes a fall.  Lucille Clifton in “the 1st” writes about the subject of moving and loss.


“what i remember about that day


is boxes stacked across the walk


and couch springs curling through the air


and drawers and tables balanced on the curb


and us, hollering,


leaping up and around


happy to have a playground;


nothing about the emptied rooms


nothing about the emptied family”

The main theme of the poem takes the subject of moving and loss and makes readers think about the value of a stable home life.

Tone is the writer’s or speaker’s attitude toward a subject, character, or audience, and it is conveyed through the author’s choice of words and detail.  Tone can be serious, humorous, sarcastic, indignant, objective, etc.: e.g.,

The opening lines from Bailey White’s “Turkeys” reflect a playful, whimsical yet knowing attitude as an adult recalls the childhood experience of scientists visiting her home for very serious observations.


“Something about my mother attracts ornithologists.  It all started years ago when a couple of them discovered she had a rare species of woodpecker coming to her bird feeder.  They came in the house and sat around the window, exclaiming and taking pictures with big fancy cameras.  But long after the red cockaded woodpeckers had gone to roost in their sticky little holes in the red hearts of our old pine trees, and the chuck-will’s widows had started to sing their night chorus, the ornithologists were still there.”

The seriousness of the scientists contrasts with the open-eyed enthusiasm of the child who speaks of “big fancy cameras,” “red-cockaded woodpeckers,” “sticky little holes,” 

“chuck-will’s widows” singing “their night chorus.”

Figures of Speech

Figures of speech are words or phrases that describe one thing in terms of something else.  They always involve some sort of imaginative comparison between seemingly unlike things.  Not meant to be taken literally, figurative language is used to produce images in a reader’s mind and to express ideas in fresh, vivid, and imaginative ways.  The most common examples of figurative language, or figures of speech, used in both prose and poetry, are simile, metaphor, and personification.

Apostrophe is a form of personification in which the absent or dead are spoken to as if present and the inanimate, as if animate.  These are all addressed directly: e.g., "Milton!  Thou shoulds't be living at this hour.”

Metaphor is a comparison of two unlike things not using like or as: e.g., “Time is money.”

In “Your World” by Georgia Douglas Johnson,


“Your world is as big as you make it.


I know, for I used to abide


In the narrowest nest in a corner,


My wings pressing close to my side,”

The speaker compares  her home to a nest, and herself to a bird.  Individually, they are implied comparisons to the author and to the world around her.  Collectively, they serve as an extended metaphor because her life has been compared to a fledgling getting ready to “see the world” as an adult.  Metaphor, therefore, connects the readers to the idea of a huge, possibly difficult world contrasted with them as fragile little birds. 

Metonymy is a form of metaphor.   In metonymy, the name of one thing is applied to another thing with which it is closely associated: e.g., “I love Shakespeare.”

Oxymoron is a form of paradox that combines a pair of opposite terms into a single unusual expression:  e.g., “sweet sorrow” or “cold fire.”

Example from The Giver.

In chapter four as Jonas reports to his new assignment, he reflects on his younger days when there was more freedom.  He is aware that there are  restrictions of all kinds,  such as never mentioning one’s successes.  Lowry writes, “It was a minor rule, rather like rudeness, punishable only by gentle chastisement.”   This oxymoron is symbolic of Jonas’ world, a world of consequences, albeit minor ones, for every action.

Paradox occurs when the elements of a statement contradict each other.  Although the statement may appear illogical, impossible, or absurd, it turns out to have a coherent meaning that reveals a hidden truth:  e.g., “Much madness is divinest sense” (Emily Dickinson).

Personification is a kind of metaphor that gives inanimate objects or abstract ideas human characteristics: e.g., “The wind cried in the dark.”  The following stanza from Pat Mora’s “Lesson 2" gives the desert human characteristics by giving it the ability to think and speak about the Rio Grande.


“The desert says:  feel the sun


luring you from your dark, sad waters,


burst through the surface. . . .”

By personifying the desert, Mora directs the reader to listen more attentively to the message about the positive, rather than negative, effects of the sun and makes the sun friendlier.

Pun is a play on words that are identical or similar in sound but have sharply diverse meanings.  Puns can have serious as well as humorous uses: e.g., when Mercutio is bleeding to death in Romeo and Juliet, he says to his friends, "Ask for me tomorrow, and you shall find me a grave man."

Simile is a comparison of two different things or ideas through the use of the words like or as.  It is a definitely stated comparison in which the poet says one thing is like another: e.g., “The warrior fought like a lion.”  The following simile from Robert Service’s “The Cremation of Sam McGee” serves to describe the extremely cold weather conditions.


“Talk of your cold!  through the parka’s fold it stabbed



like as driven nail.”

Synecdoche is a form of metaphor.  In synecdoche, a part of something is used to signify the whole: e.g., “All hands on deck.”  Also, the reverse, whereby the whole can represent a part, is synecdoche: e.g., “Canada played the United States in the Olympic hockey finals.” Another form of synecdoche involves the container representing the thing being contained: e.g., “The pot is boiling.”  In one last form of synecdoche, the material from which an object is made stands for the object itself: e.g., “The quarterback tossed the pigskin.” 

Sound Devices

Sound devices are stylistic techniques that convey meaning through sound. Some examples of sound devices are rhyme (two words having the same sound), assonance (repetition of similar vowel sounds), consonance (repetition of consonant sounds in the middle or at the end of words), alliteration (words beginning with the same consonant sound), and onomatopoeia (words which sound like their meaning).  

Alliteration is the practice of beginning several consecutive or neighboring words with the same sound: e.g., “The twisting trout twinkled below.”
Jack Prelutsky uses alliteration in the following couplet from “Ankylosaurus”


“Clankity clankity clankity clank!


Anklylosaurus was built like a tank.

The repetition of the “c” and “k” sounds in the first line has the effect of imitating the plodding along of the huge “lizard” and the difficulty it has as in “lumbering” along looking for prey.  The “k” sound in “tank” not only rhymes with “clank” but also repeats the harsh sound  associated with warfare and implies that Anky, “built like a tank” is in his “warrior” mode.

Assonance is the repetition of vowel sounds in a series of words: e.g., the words "cry" and "side" have the same vowel sound and so are said to be in assonance.  

Consonance is the repetition of a consonant sound within a series of words to produce a harmonious effect: e.g., “And each slow dusk a drawing-down of blinds.”  The "d" sound is in consonance.  The "s" sound is also in consonance.  

Onomatopoeia (imitative harmony) is the use of words that mimic the sounds they describe: e.g., “hiss,” “buzz,” “bang.”  When onomatopoeia is used on an extended scale in a poem, it is called imitative harmony.  In “The Highwayman” Alfred Noyes imitates the sound of a highwayman (an eighteenth century thief in England) on horseback as he is galloping possibly towards his death by British soldiers.


“Tlot-tlot, tlot-tlot!  Had they heard it:


The horsehoofs ringing clear;


Tlot-tlot, tlot-tlot, in the distance. . . .


The highwayman came riding-



Riding-riding.

By emphasizing the sound of horsehoofs, Noyes heightens the tension of both the highwayman and the reader and foreshadows the thief’s impending doom.

Rhyme is the repetition of sounds in two or more words or phrases that appear close to each other in a poem.  End rhyme occurs at the end of lines, internal rhyme, within a line.  A rhyme scheme is the pattern of end rhymes.

Literary Techniques

Allusion is a reference to a mythological, Biblical, literary, or historical person, place, or thing: e.g., 


Mythology

“Carlos thinks he is an Adonis.”


Literary

“She has found her Romeo.”


Historical

“He met his Waterloo.”


Religious

“The garden is Eden-like.”

One or two words in each example refer to one type of allusion.  Adonis was a very handsome youth in Greek mythology who was beloved by Aphrodite and was killed by a wild boar. Comparing Carlos to an Adonis infers that he believes hiimself to be handsome and may not be.  Romeo has become synonymous with a young beau who is deeply in love since Shakespeare wrote his play about “two star-crossed lovers,” Romeo and Juliet.  Napoleon was defeated by allied armies in Belgium at Waterloo Battlefield and spent the rest of his life in exile on the island of St. Helena.  Hence, Waterloo has become a universal symbol of defeat of any kind.  The Judeo-Christian Bible states that Adam and Eve had total happiness in Paradise or Eden.  A garden that is Eden-like is lush and beautiful and very peaceful.

Hyperbole is a deliberate, extravagant, and often outrageous exaggeration.  It may be used for either serious or comic effect: e.g., “Her pride in her country reached the sky.”  The effect of this hyperbole is to establish the fact that the girl’s patriotism is sincere and of the highest level since her pride is compared to touching the sky or “heaven.”   A more general example is from The Giver.  Jonas has just been named the next Receiver of Memory by the Chief Elder who thanks him for accepting and for his giving up his childhood.  Lowry continues,


Then she turned and left the stage, left him there alone, standing and facing the 


crowd,  which began spontaneously the collective murmur of his name. 


‘Jonas.’ It was a whisper at first: hushed, barely audible.  ‘Jonas. Jonas.’


Then  louder, faster. ‘JONAS. JONAS. JONAS.’


With the chant, Jonas knew, the community was accepting him and his new


role, giving him life, the way they had given it to the newchild Caleb.  His


heart swelled with gratitude and pride. (Chapter 8, p.61)

Beginning with the exaggerated chanting of Jonas’ name and including the hyperbolic phrases, such as, giving him life, to the newchild Caleb, and a heart swelled, Lowry demonstrates the importance of Jonas’ selection.

Irony occurs in three types.  


Verbal irony occurs when a speaker or narrator says one thing while meaning the 

opposite.  An example of verbal irony occurs in Shakespeare’s play Julius Caesar when Marc Antony  repeats the word “honorable” but implies “dishonorable” when speaking about Julius Caesar’s murderers at Caesar’s funeral.  By the time he concludes, the masses know that Caesar was a victim of his enemies’ ulterior motives.  Thus irony contributes to the climax and denouement or resolution of the play.  

Situational irony occurs when a situation turns out differently from what one would normally expect—though often the twist is oddly appropriate: e.g., a deep sea diver drowning in a bathtub.  In “The Gift of the Magi,” Della and Jim sell their prized possessions, long hair and gold watch respectively to buy each other a comb and gold chain.  The audience is drawn into Della’s and Jim’s dilemma because many people have sacrificed in time or money to buy a special person a gift only to be disappointed in some way.  

Dramatic irony occurs when a character or speaker says or does something that has different meanings from what he thinks it means, though the audience and other characters understand the full implications of the speech or action.  In Romeo and Juliet, the audience knows that Juliet is asleep and not dead, as Romeo believes.  Because of this, the audience feels the intensity of the moment and sympathizes more with the two young lovers, as Romeo is about to commit suicide because he feels all is lost.

Motif is a term that describes a pattern or strand of imagery or symbolism in a work of literature.

Sarcasm is the use of verbal irony in which a person appears to be praising something but is actually insulting it: e.g., “As I fell down the stairs headfirst, I heard her say, ‘Look at that coordination’."

Example from The Giver.

When twins are born, Jonas’ father has the task of giving the larger twin to a Nurturer and performing a Ceremony of Release (extermination) on the smaller one.  In anticipation of   the task, Jonas’ father grins and equates killing a baby with the ironic comment, “Then I wave, bye-bye.” 

.

Satire refers to the use of humorous devices like irony, understatement, and exaggeration to highlight a human folly or a societal problem.  The purpose of satire is to bring the flaw to the attention of the reader in order that it may be addressed, remedied, or eradicated.

Symbolism is the use of any object, person, place, or action that both has a meaning in itself and that stands for something larger than itself, such as a quality, attitude, belief, or value.  There are two basic types, universal and contextual, e.g., a symbol that is common to all mankind or a symbol used in a particular way by an individual author.  A universal symbol would be the seasons of spring or autumn.  All societies agree that spring symbolizes youth, abundance, or rebirth, and autumn, middle age or the oncoming end of some thing.  In The Giver by Lois Lowry, the setting which lacks music and color is a symbol of a world that is lifeless and where the citizens are not allowed to experience emotions or feelings.  This contextual symbol is created by Lois Lowry exclusively for The Giver.

Understatement (meiosis, litotes) is the opposite of hyperbole. It is a kind of irony that deliberately represents something as being much less than it really is: e.g., “I could probably manage to survive on a salary of two million dollars per year.”
