
Literary Terms

Grade Eight

Note:  Terms related to the eighth 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.

A recurrent archetypal experience in many Pre-AP novels is the journey of the hero.  In Janet Anderson’s Going Through the Gate, the narrator Becky begins her journey toward adulthood with a graduation ceremony from the sixth grade, but this is not an ordinary graduation ceremony.  It becomes evident through the author’s choice of setting and character descriptions that she will emerge a hero from her small band of classmates because, “What happened at graduation changed your life and it was yours, only yours until the day you died.” She is the most intuitive, determined, and dedicated to the seriousness of this journey.  From the first few pages of this coming of age novel, Becky assumes heroic qualities.  She calms Penny’s fears, she breaks down Tim’s defensive wall, and will eventually rescue Mary Margaret from her own selfish choices. Becky is the character who helps others through their troubles, suffers for the wrongs of others in her class, and emerges triumphant at the end of her difficult, yet heroic journey.

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.  

Each young character in Going Through the Gate has dynamic qualities but Mary Margaret is a classic representative of the definition of a dynamic character.  The first glimpse of this character is a negative one, “Mary Margaret hated Sundays.  No, of course she didn’t hate Sundays.  That would be a sin.” But as the novel unfolds, readers see her character change from one of full of despair to one who finds hope through the help of her classmates.  She wants to escape her life by “going through the gate” but ends up changing her mind through the influence and love of her classmates. “Again the swallow faltered.  For a minute it beat strongly, moving up, moving away, but then it circled back down.”  Mary Margaret not only mentally changes into a swallow, she changes her mind about leaving her family and friends and returns to all.

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.  

Tim is the character with oppositions to his friends, his teacher, and other aspects of society.  As Miss Clough arrives to take them closer to their graduation ceremony, Tim turns his back on her in nonchalance, “Tim swung to the road side of the elm and leaned straight against it, his arms crossed so tightly that his fingers bent up against his ribs.”  This conflict progresses throughout the novel until the conclusion when Tim realizes he needs the help of others and the advice of those who have gone before him.

Details are the facts revealed by the author or speaker that support the attitude or tone in a piece of poetry or prose.  “Learning stamps you with its moments.  Childhood’s learning is made up of moments.  It isn’t steady.  It’s a pulse.  In a children’s art class, we sat in a ring on kindergarten chairs and drew three daffodils that had just been picked out of the yard; and while I was drawing, my sharpened yellow pencil and the cup of yellow daffodils gave off whiffs just alike.”  Eudora Welty begins this section of her biography with simple facts about childhood and growing up that the she reinforces with images of yellow daffodils and a yellow pencil.  These two details in tandem with other child-like images from the passage not only reinforce the tone of early childhood exploration and fascination with all learning tools, but they also extend her attention to the details of the tools from her school years.  She remembers everything about learning and all the supplies associated with the process.

Diction is word choice intended to convey a certain effect. In Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, the memoir opens with a methodical and sharp description of her Grandmother’s store and its surroundings.  “Then she had the Store built in the heart of the Negro area.  Over the years it became the lay center of activities in town.  On Saturdays, barbers sat their customers in the shade on the porch of the Store…” The diction denotes pride that this landmark gives her family.  She begins this with the capitalization of “Store,” and then places the Store in the “heart” of her community.  She goes on to build up the pride by telling her readers it was the “lay center” of activities her small Arkansas town.  The overall effect of her choices in diction in this paragraph denotes the pride of family achievements.

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.  The diction from the above passage has both denotative and connotative qualities.  As Angelou begins her narrative, “Then she had the Store built in the heart of the Negro area” she denotatively means that the Store was built in the center of town.  The word “heart” denotes that specific meaning.  But a closer look at the feelings associated with the word “heart” connotes a different meaning.  The heart is the central organ of the body; it is the keeper of our life force—blood; it is also the keeper of emotions.  As Angelou’s memoir unfolds, the reader sees that the Store functions as the life-blood of the small Negro community of Stamps, Arkansas.
Flashback is a scene that interrupts the action of a work to show a previous event.  The initial story of To Kill a Mockingbird begins with an interruption by the adult narrator, Scout, on the rest of the novel.  She flashes back to previous problems and complicated characters.  “When enough years had gone by to enable us to look back on them, we sometimes discussed the events leading to his accident.  I maintained that the Ewells started it all, but Jem, who was four years my senior, said it all started long before that.”  Scout’s opening narration is flashback to previous events, and by starting a story with a flashback, the author creates a sense of intrigue for her readers.  We wonder how and why Jem broke his arm and what the Ewells have done by “starting it all.”  We are also keenly aware that this young lady has grown up enough to have hindsight to relate this story to the reader out of chronological order as she whets the reader’s appetite for the rest of her story.  Her commentary is more astute since she knows the outcome of the story.

Foreshadowing is the use of hints or clues in a narrative to suggest future action.  The future action of Going Through the Gate is clandestine, but the author gives her reader clues along the way, especially through Tim’s character.  “Tim almost didn’t get up at all.  He’d snuck out the night before, which hadn’t been hard...because it hadn’t been trout he’d been observing down under the bridge.  Not trout at all.”  This fragment at the end of this narration is the heart of the foreshadowing.  Tim does things that no one, not even his teacher, expects, and he will choose an animal to imitate that will endanger another classmate.  “Not trout at all” has finality to it and this is almost the outcome for Eddy.  Tim “snuck” out and then has not been observing trout at all as he was supposed to.  He is assuming the snake-like qualities that will emerge towards the end of the novel and almost take the life his friend.    

Imagery consists of the words or phrases a writer uses to represent persons, objects, actions, feelings, and ideas descriptively by appealing to the senses. The natural descriptions in Going Through the Gate not only establish the setting, but they also serve to create images for the reader to associate with each character.  “And starting at my head I will move down, too, down through myself, giving myself up.  Hair and skin to feathers.  Mouth to beak.  Arms to wings.  Smaller and smaller.  Legs shrink, scales form, feet to claws.  Down and down.  Deeper and deeper.  Me at the core.  Not afraid anymore, but changed.  Changed for now.  Changed, a part of me, for always.”  As Becky transforms into a Chickadee, the short, fragmented images create a quick and sharp transformation of this young girl into a bird.  She is now quicker, as denoted by the syntax, she is now keener as denoted by the “wings,” the “beak,” and the “scales.”  She knows a part of her has changed forever, but she still has her mind, her sense of reasoning. 
Mood is the atmosphere or predominant emotion in a literary work.  As Becky “goes the gate” and becomes a Chickadee, the reader sees the real Becky emerge.  “Not afraid anymore, but changed.  Changed for now.  Changed, a part of me, for always.” Becky has been cautious all along, and therefore the most attentive of her classmates.  She establishes a confident mood as she assumes the personality of the bird she has studied for so long. Her mood is confident and determined as noted by the diction.  “Changed for now.  Changed, a part of me, for always.”  She sees the long-term effects, yet still lives in the euphoria of her moment of transformation.  The author has effectively created a hopeful and confident mood through the diction and imagery.

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, or unraveling, of the problem set up by the inciting incident.  

· The exposition of Going through the Gate introduces the graduation day and the question of “what would happen today on the other side of the gate.”
· One of the inciting incidents involves Tim and his choice not to follow standards of choosing his animal. “Because it hadn’t been trout he’d been observing down under the bridge.  Not trout at all.”  A second inciting incident involves Mary Margaret and her decision not to return to this world, “And then?  And then, the way it had felt made coming back the hardest thing she had ever done.”
· As all of the children go through the gate and transform, the rising action comes into full view with all their choices and consequences.
· The rescue of Mary-Margaret is the true climax of the novel as the other characters band together to bring her back to their world.  “ ‘I got her,’ he panted, and as Penny let go, he grabbed Mary Margaret under the arms and swung the rest of her up and out.”
· In the falling action, Miss Clough, their teacher and leader through this graduation ceremony, has fallen ill and seems unable to continue with them, and doubts are raised as to whether she will be able to continue graduating anyone anymore.
· The denouement comes as Becky, the hero of the band of classmates, sees that someone must take Miss Clough’s place eventually so that the “Tims and Mary Margarets” of the future will choose more wisely and have “ ‘Someone…’ Becky heard as clearly as she’d ever heard anything before. ‘…someday, I’m sure of that’.”
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. 

In Daniel Keyes’ Flowers for Algernon, the point of view changes throughout the story, but is predominantly told through Charlie’s first person point of view through entries in his diary.  It has a different kind of succession of diary entries in that the diary has the attraction and details associated with fiction.  The first person point of view allows a reader sharp insight into the change occurring in Charlie and also the shift in personality from a mental challenge to an astute observer of human nature. 

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.

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.  In Going Through the Gate, Tim’s choice of transformation creates suspense in regards to Miss Clough’s reaction as well as from the reader. “A gleam, a blink, and then movement, a jump, and it was something he wanted, something he needed, something he couldn’t let get away,” and Tim is about to devour a fellow classmate who has just gone through the gate with him.  The short, choppy nouns, “gleam, blink, movement, and jump” all push the reader through the narrative to find out what will happen to Eddy.  Repetition follows the nouns and the numerous constructions of  “something he…” build the suspense for the reader as well.

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.  Anne Frank—The Diary of Anne Frank

The themes friendship conquers fear and the frailty of human existence, are both evident throughout the play.  A close look at 
the friendship of Anne and Peter reveals the first theme as both eventually calm each other though their building of trust through difficult circumstances.  Then, as the news of the supposed Allied invasion appears and then disappears, their existence nears dire straits as they see the frailty and uncertainty of their situation.   
Tone is the writer 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. Gary Paulsen’s begins his short story  “A Glow in the Dark, ” with an engaging, ominous tone.  “There are night ghosts.  Some people say that we can understand all things if we can know them, but there came a dark night in the fall when I thought that was wrong, and so did the dogs.”  Not only is the narrator frightened, his dogs are also.  The author’s tone towards the subject is one of dread and fear, and he creates this tone through his diction and his grammatical structure.  The but signals a change and begs the reader to find out more.  The dark night in the fall sets the tone as well with the eerie diction.

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.  e.g. 

O, Captain! My Captain —Walt Whitman 

O, Captain, My Captain!  Our fearful trip is done

The ship has weathered every rack, the prize we sought is won.

The port is near, the bells I hear the people all exulting,

While follow eyes the steady keel, the vessel grim and daring”

Whitman addresses the absent Abraham Lincoln as if he were standing next to him receiving the praise from the poet himself.  He speaks to Lincoln at the end of the journey hopeful that both will emerge from this battle unscathed.  By the end of the poem, both the reader and the speaker see that this is not true.  By using the apostrophe, the poet leads the reader to believe he is addressing a living person but by the end of the poem the reader sees this as almost a eulogy.

Metaphor is a comparison of two unlike things not using like or as. 

The Trees— Philip Larkin
“The Trees are coming into leaf

Like something almost being said;

The recent buds relax and spread,

Their greenness is a kind of grief.

Is it that they are born again?

And we grow old?  No, they die, too.

Their yearly trick of looking new

Is written down in rings of grain.

Yet still the unresting castles thresh

In fullgrown thickness every May.

Last year is dead, they seem to say,

Begin afresh, afresh, afresh.”

The implied comparison of trees to “unresting castles” disguises the trees’ mortality in the immortality of a castle.  It is a seemingly ironic comparison at first, but after several appraisals of the poem, the reader comes to understand Larkin’s purpose.  Larkin knows his reader sees trees as immortal “unresting castles” as they sprout new leaves each year.  But the reality of the tree’s life is that it does die each year, lying dormant for months only to live and die all over again.  

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.

 A Man Adrift on a Slim Spar—Stephen Crane

“A horizon smaller than a doomed assassin’s cap

Inky surging tumults

A reeling drunken sky and no sky

A pale hand sliding from a polished spar




God is cold.”

The horizon is limitless and actually an imaginary line, so how can it be smaller than anything?  Crane makes use of this oxymoron twice in this poem.  As he uses the second example cited above to compare a horizon to a “doomed assassin’s” head, he uses understatement as well.  The effect of the oxymoron then is multi-layered.  The first effect is the opposite meaning of the two words for how can something limitless be smaller than anything?  The secondary effects are understatement and irony.  This is an ironic comparison and because of the limitless expanse of the horizon, he is understating the persona’s problem throughout the poem by comparing it to the horizon.

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.

“He who has found his life shall lose it, and he who has lost his life for My sake, shall find it.”  Matthew 10:39

How can someone who finds his life be lost at the same time?  How can you lose a life and find it?  A complete study of the Bible as literature in the 10th chapter of Matthew will reveal that Jesus, the speaker of the above quote, is speaking figuratively.  Nevertheless, through his graphic imagery, he persuades his audience. 

Personification is a kind of metaphor that gives inanimate objects or abstract ideas human characteristics.  

Fare Well—Walter De La Mare

When I lie where shades of darkness

Shall no more assail mine eyes,

Nor the rain make lamentation

When the wind sighs;

How will fare the world whose wonder

Was the very proof of me?

Memory fades, must the remembered


Perishing be?

De La Mare uses personification to reinforce the idea of his/the speaker’s death.  As the body is laid to rest, the rain cries its tears and the wind sighs its grief much like a crowd of mourners would for a departed soul.  The use of the personification is such that as the speaker is laid to rest in nature, nature and family and friends feel the pain and experience the same emotions as the living.  Nature does not relish this new soul to her realm and therefore will mourn with people just as they mourn with tears and grief of their own. 

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. 

Trees—Philip Larkin

“The Trees are coming into leaf

Like something almost being said;

The recent buds relax and spread,

Their greenness is a kind of grief.”

As the trees come to life each spring, Larkin compares their arrival to a type of conversation.  Just as a conversation has a beginning and ending point so does the life of a tree.  Through this direct comparison, the reader can draw images of a whisper, a half smile, or even a sly look—things that are “almost being said.”  We see the trees each year and we never really realize they go through a birth and death cycle.  Similarly, Larkin points out that their birth is just like our smiles, our frowns—things we rarely even notice.

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. 

I like to see it lap the miles—Emily Dickinson
“I like to see it lap the miles

And lick the valleys up.”

The repetition of the “L” not only reinforces the soft, lulling sound of the waves but also the constancy of the movement as well.  The sound of the “L” is itself a lulling sound and almost a continuous one—one that seems to go on even after you stop speaking.  It is as if the sound still hangs in the air.

Assonance is the repetition of vowel sounds in a series of words. 

Trees—Philip Larkin

“The Trees are coming into leaf
Like something almost being said;

The recent buds relax and spread,

Their greenness is a kind of grief.”

The long “e” sound repeats five times throughout this stanza.  The sound is a harsh one, and the entire poem is one about a harsh cycle: the death and regeneration of nature.
Consonance is the repetition of a consonant sound within a series of words to produce a harmonious effect:.

I like to see it lap the miles—Emily Dickinson
“I like to see it lap the miles

And lick the valleys up.”

Not only is the example one that denotes alliteration as described above, a closer look at the lines shows “miles” and “valleys” reinforcing the continuous “l” sound from line to line and thus continues the fluidity of the diction past the beginnings of words.
Onomatopoeia (imitative harmony) is the use of words, which 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.

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.

Trees by Philip Larkin
“The Trees are coming into leaf

Like something almost being said;

The recent buds relax and spread,

Their greenness is a kind of grief.

Larkin makes use of end rhyme here to ground the reader in the last image of each line.  Leaf, said, spread, grief—all four of the images themselves could be read in isolation of the rest of the poem and still denote and connote the same meaning of the entire poem.  

Literary Techniques

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

“On the pallid bust of Pallas, just above my chamber door.” Edgar Allan Poe—“The Raven”
This reference to Pallas is an allusion because of the indirect nature of the reference.  We only know who Pallas is if we have the background knowledge.  The effect of the allusion with the background knowledge is then ironic because the bird is perched on 
this bust of the “God of wisdom” and the bird with his reiteration of nevermore then knows more than the persona in the poem.



Hyperbole is a deliberate, extravagant, and often outrageous exaggeration.  It may be used for either serious or comic effect: e.g., “The shot heard 'round the world.”

Irony occurs in three types.  

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

Thomas Hardy, The Man He Killed
“Yes; quaint and curious war is!

You shoot a fellow down

You treat if met where any bar is, 

Or help to half-a-crown.”

War is anything but “quaint and curious,” and Hardy proceeds to outline the sheer irony of the trappings of war after the first line.  War is so strange because in war the soldier simply shoots people regardless of likes or dislikes.  But outside of war, these are the same kinds of people he would buy a drink for or loan money to.  Ah, war.  Quite the curiosity, but not at all quaint.  This first line of the poem therefore drips with verbal irony.

Situational irony occurs when a situation turns out differently from what one would normally expect--though often the twist is oddly appropriate.

In Going Through the Gate, the author uses Tim’s choice of transformation to introduce her young readers to the concept of situational irony.  Tim expects to love the feeling of becoming a snake, but in reality it repulses him. “He was reaching out to feed.  And then?  And then Tim found himself on his hands and knees vomiting over the edge of the embankment…‘I wanted it…I wanted it so bad, but it was wrong…’.”  He knows he has made the wrong choice, a choice that endangers his friends and himself thus creating situational irony for the reader.

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.
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.

Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law—Adrienne Rich

“You, once a belle in Shreveport,

with henna-colored hair, skin like a peachbud,

still have your dresses copied from that time,

and play a Chopin prelude…”

While this poem seems to compliment the belle of the South, it is actually a sarcastic condemnation of the Romantic daughter-in-law who cannot let go of her past.  The poet seems to be flattering the woman addressed in the title, but this seems to be a different kind of “shot” she takes at this woman.  Later in the poem, Rich even condemns the woman’s mind “mouldering like wedding cake—” hardly praise, but nicely veiled as something that could be perceived as a compliment.  In its entirety, it is sarcasm, not praise.

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.  

The Secret Heart—Robert P. Tristram Coffin
“Across the years he could recall

His father one way best of all.

In the stillest hour of night

The boy awakened to a light.

Half in dreams, he saw his sire

With his great hands full of fire.

The man had struck a match to see

If his son slept peacefully.

He held his palms each side the spark

His love had kindled in the dark.

His two hands were curved apart

In the  semblance of a heart.”

This poem offers young students an introduction to the archetypal symbol of fire.  The fire symbolizes the father’s love for his son, and the son sees it as the father’s love as the father stands over his bed watching him sleep.  It becomes, for the boy, a symbol of all that is good and kind in his father.  But as fire also purifies, this burning light cleanses the relationship between the two.  

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.”


