Literary Terms

Grade Nine

Note:  Terms related to the ninth 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 Odyssey, Odysseus’ quest to return home to Penelope, enduring many dangers and overcoming all odds, is the classic example of an archetype.

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.

In To Kill a Mockingbird, the protagonists are the members of the Finch family, Boo Radley, and Tom Robinson.  The antagonist is Bob Ewell and the forces in society that judge a man according to the color of his skin.

Bob Ewell would be considered a flat character since his dominant traits are ignorance and mean-spiritedness.  Atticus is a round character, a man of complexity and many dimensions, a man of principle and integrity in a time when principle was rare, a man strong enough to resist conformity.

Miss Stephanie Crawford represents a static character.  She is a meddling gossip at the beginning of the novel and never develops other outstanding traits.

Scout is a dynamic character.  Through the events of that fateful summer, she learns many lessons about human motivation: that you can’t judge someone until you walk in his shoes, that it is wrong to hurt innocent creatures, that growing up involves loss of innocence.
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.  Romeo and Juliet contains most of these conflicts.  The Capulets and Montagues oppose each other in the long-standing feud.  Romeo and Juliet themselves oppose fate as the Prologue reveals: “A pair of star-crossed lovers take their life.”  Juliet undergoes an internal battle as she uncharacteristically proposes her love for Romeo at first meeting him.  And the “star-crossed lovers” oppose the very society that would keep them apart. 

Details are the facts revealed by the author or speaker that support the attitude or tone in a piece of poetry or prose.  In Martin Luther King’s speech “I Have a Dream,” he speaks of Mississippi, a “desert state sweltering with the heat of injustice and oppression…transformed into an oasis of freedom of justice.”  The use of the details of deserts and oases provides a sense of the transformation he expects for his country.  

Diction is word choice intended to convey a certain effect.  In the short story “The Scarlet Ibis,” James Hurst establishes a tone of impending death and gloom with his very first paragraph, using words and phrases such as “summer was dead,” the “bleeding tree,” a garden “stained with rotting brown magnolia petals and ironweeds” which grow “rank,” an “empty cradle,” a “last graveyard,” whose flowers speak the names of “our dead.”  

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 denotative (dictionary) meaning of “cradle” is “a small, low bed for an infant.”  But the connotations of “cradle” call to mind the sweetness and purity of a newborn being rocked softly by its mother who smiles lovingly down at the infant.

Flashback is a scene that interrupts the action of a work to show a previous event.  In the novel Ethan Frome, most of the novel is a flashback as the narrator hears the story of the events leading up to Ethan’s and Mattie’s accident.  The novel ends in the present with the shocking presentation of Mattie’s crippled state.

Foreshadowing is the use of hints or clues in a narrative to suggest future action.  In Romeo & Juliet, Juliet imagines the fate she would prefer to marrying Paris, a fate eerily close to hers at the end of the play: “Rather than marry Paris…hide me nightly in a charnel house, /O’ercovered quite with dead men’s rattling bones, /With reeky shanks and yellow chapless skulls;/Or bid me go into a new-made grave/And hide me with a dead man in his shroud.”

Imagery consists of the words or phrases a writer uses to represent persons, objects, actions, feelings, and ideas descriptively by appealing to the senses.  Amy Tan recreates the scene of her childhood home in this scene from The Joy Luck Club:

“We lived on Waverly Place, in a warm, clean, two-bedroom flat that sat above a small Chinese bakery specializing in steamed pastries and dim sum.  In the early morning, when the alley was still quiet, I could smell fragrant red beans as they were cooked down to a pasty sweetness.  By daybreak, our flat was heavy with the odor of fried sesame balls and sweet curried chicken crescents.  From my bed, I would listen as my father got ready for work, then locked the door behind him, one-two-three clicks.”

Tan appeals to our senses—sight, smell, taste, and sound—with words that evoke our own memories of home.

Mood is the atmosphere or predominant emotion in a literary work.  Edgar Allen Poe creates the somber, dark mood of “The Cask of Amontillado” with the carnival setting of unreality, the descent into the catacombs with the poisonous niter, and the torches.

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 Romeo and Juliet introduces the feuding families in “fair Verona.”  

· The inciting incident occurs at the moment Romeo sees Juliet at the ball, falling in love with his avowed enemy: “O, she doth teach the torches to burn bright!” 

·  The rising action includes the twists and turns of their love affair: the hastily arranged marriage, the deaths of Mercutio and Tybalt, 

      Romeo’s banishment, the pretended death of Juliet.  

· The climax occurs when Balthasar sees Juliet’s funeral and tells Romeo that Juliet is dead before Romeo can hear the Friar’s explanation.

· In the falling action, Romeo hurries to Juliet’s tomb to find her “dead,” and both lovers finally die.  

· In the denouement, the two families reconcile, and the Prince declares a “glooming peace.”  

Point of view is the perspective from which a narrative is told.  Some technical terms for different points of view include 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.  “The Scarlet Ibis” is narrated from the point of view of a grown man who can view his childhood sins with some objectivity.  As a child, he would not have understood his own weaknesses: “There is within me (and with sadness I have watched it in others) a knot of cruelty borne by the stream of love, much as our blood sometimes bears the seed of our destruction, and at times I was mean to Doodle.”

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.  In “Woman’s Work” by Julia Alvarez, the speaker’s mother has encouraged her to develop her housekeeping skills and “advised to keep a house much better than [her] heart.”  The poem ends with these words:


I did not want to be her counterpart!


I struck out…but became my mother’s child:


a woman working at home on her art,


housekeeping paper as if it were her heart.

The daughter tried to take a different route from what she had been taught all her life.  The shift occurs at “but”; the daughter becomes after all like her mother, but tending to her writing at home rather than housekeeping.

Setting is the time and place in which events in a short story, novel, play, or narrative poem take place.  The setting of Edgar Allan’s Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado” sets the stage for a tale of horror, fear, and death.  Poe writes of the “vaults,” the “sconces,” a “long and winding staircase,” and the “catacombs of the Montresors,” in which lies a “white webwork which gleams from the cavern walls” covered with a dangerous substance called niter.  Montresor leads Fortunato to a “deep crypt” whose “walls had been lined with human remains, piled to the vault overhead,” “four feet, in width three, in height six or seven” with a “feeble light” barely piercing the gloom.

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.

Richard Connell skillfully develops a suspenseful tale in “The Most Dangerous Game.”  As Rainsford approaches the island, aptly named “Ship-Trap Island,” he hears “the sound of an animal in an extremity of anguish and terror.”  At Zaroff’s fortress, he meets the gigantic Ivan with “pointed teeth” and learns about the hunting hounds.  He also learns of Zaroff’s boredom with hunting animals.  The suspense is further developed as Rainsford almost triumphs over Zaroff several times: the hit in the shoulder from Rainsford’s Malay man catcher, the death of his best dog in the Burmese tiger pit, and the death of Ivan by a knife.  Rainsford jumps into the sea, and Zaroff confidently ponders his win, though not so effortless this time.  The suspense reaches its peak as Rainsford returns and sleeps in Zaroff’s comfortable bed.

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.

In “The Peace of Wild Things,” Wendell Berry expresses the calm, order, and beauty of nature, a theme expressed in many poems.  The author contrasts the “despair,” “fear,” and “grief” of the world with the peacefulness of the wild things:


When despair for the world grows in me


and I wake in the night at the least sound


in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be,


I go and lie down where the wood drake


rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds.

I come into the peace of wild things

who do not tax their lives with forethought

of grief.  I come into the presence of still water.

And I feel above me the day-blind stars

waiting with their light.  For a time

I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.

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.

In “Hope is the Thing with Feathers,” Emily Dickinson creates a sense of hopefulness and promise.  Her diction creates this tone with words and phrases such as “hope,” “perches,” “sings the tune,” and “sweetest.”  The paradox of a bird that sings sweetest in extremities also helps create this bright hopeful tone:


’Hope’ is the thing with feathers—


That perches in the soul—


And sings the tune without the words—


And never stops—at all—


And sweetest—in the Gale—is heard—


And sore must be the storm--



That could abash the little Bird


That kept so many warm—


I’ve heard it in the chillest land—


And on the strangest Sea—


Yet, never, in Extremity,


It asked a crumb—of Me.

Sometimes a poem (or prose) contains shifts in tone, as in Dickinson’s “A Narrow Fellow in the Grass.”


A narrow Fellow in the Grass


Occasionally rides—


You may have met Him—did you not


His notice sudden is—


The Grass divides as with a Comb—


A spotted shaft is seen—


And then it closes at your feet


And opens further on—


He likes a Boggy Acre


A Floor too cool for Corn—


Yet when a Boy, and Barefoot—


I more than once at Noon


Have passed, I thought, a Whip lash


Unbraiding in the Sun


When stooping to secure it


It wrinkled, and was gone—


Several of Nature’s People


I know, and they know me—


I feel for them a transport


Of cordiality—


But never met this Fellow


Attended, or alone


Without a tighter breathing


And Zero at the Bone—

The tone of the poem shifts in the last stanza.  In the first of the poem, the tone is informative as the speaker [this poem illustrates the danger of equating the speaker with the author—Emily Dickinson was never “a Boy.”]  describes the habitat and habits of snakes.  Then the tone shifts subtly in the next to last stanza, becoming one of acceptance of animals and friendliness.  A final tone shift occurs in the last stanza.  The tone is almost one of terror, with images of physical fear, introduced by the word “but.”

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.”

In the poem “A Noiseless Patient Spider,” Walt Whitman compares his soul to a spider which ever seeks connections to unknown regions.  As the spider creates physical connections through its web, the speaker wishes to connect spiritually with a greater power.  The apostrophe shows the nobility of the soul and connects it to the spider’s searching:


…And you O my soul where you stand,


Surrounded, detached, in measureless oceans of space,


Ceaselessly musing, venturing, throwing, seeking the spheres


      to connect them,


Till the bridge you will need be form’d, till the ductile


     anchor hold,


Till the gossamer thread you fling catch somewhere, O my soul….

Metaphor is a comparison of two unlike things not using like or as: e.g., “Time is money.”  In “My Mother Combs my Hair,” Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni shows the ruinous effect on the mother of the father’s leaving the family by comparing the gray in her hair to a snake twining about her face and her wrinkles to cracks around her eyes:


…I turn to her, to the gray


snaking in at the temples,


the cracks growing


at the edges of her eyes


since father left….
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., “The pen is mightier than the sword.”  In Romeo & Juliet, the Friar greets Romeo: “What early tongue so sweet saluteth me?”

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.”  Romeo speaks of love’s combination of sweetness and pain by using oxymorons: “O heavy lightness, serious vanity”…”feather of lead, bright smoke, cold fire, sick health.”

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).  In “Gifts,” Shu Ting illustrates the mystery of sacrificing oneself to a greater purpose: “I will refuse to mourn/Because I was dying to live…” “I’m so simple I’m profound.”

Personification is a kind of metaphor that gives inanimate objects or abstract ideas human characteristics: e.g., “The wind cried in the dark.”  In To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee personifies the tinfoil on a piece of chewing gum: “Some tinfoil was sticking in a knothole just above my eye level, winking at me in the afternoon sun.”  The personified winking tinfoil beckons Scout to the knothole where Boo Radley has placed his first gift to the Finch children.  The tinfoil winks at Scout in the same way that she hears a figure inside the Radley house laughing as she lands at Boo’s front steps in the tire.  Boo is a playful and protective but hidden presence in the children’s lives.

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."  In “The Meadow Mouse,” Theodore Roethke highlights the innocence and helplessness of the mouse, and the pun calls to mind both the mouse’s trembling fear of the speaker’s hand and the religious connotations of one trembling under God’s hand:


…In a shoebox stuffed in an old nylon stocking


Sleeps the baby mouse I found in the meadow,


Where he trembled and shook beneath a stick


Till I caught him up by the tail and brought him in,


Cradled in my hand,


A little quaker, the whole body of him trembling…

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.”  In “The Space” by Gary Soto, the speaker describes a place


Where the javelina [small wild pig]


Lies on its side


Like an overturned high-heel.

The jarring juxtaposition of the wild creature and a woman’s elegant shoe brings to mind the pointed snout of the javelina and the speaker’s ease with both the natural and man-made world.

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.”   In The Odyssey, Homer writes, “All hands aboard;/come, clear the beach and no one taste/the Lotus, or you lose your hope of home.”  

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.  In the poem “I Was a Skinny Tomboy Kid” by Alma Luz Villanueva, the repetition of the b and c sounds reinforces the happily remembered rhythm of the speaker’s childhood as a tomboy.  The juxtaposition of the “b” words (“bumming bait”) and the “c” words (“couple of cokes…catching crabs”) coupled with the colloquial “bumming” and “cokes” creates a relaxed sense of freedom and ease.



…and I traveled disguised



           as a boy



     (I thought)



        in an old army jacket



             carrying my



                      fishing tackle




      to the piers, and



                    bumming bait



        and a couple of cokes



and catching crabs…

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.   From Romeo & Juliet: Mercutio speaks of Queen Mab of the fairies: “Her whip, of cricket’s bone; the lash, of film.”  The repetition of the short i sound reinforces the sense of Queen Mab’s tiny size and delicacy.

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.

In the poem “You Will Forget” by Chenjerai Hove, the repetition of the “n” and “d” sounds heightens the effect of pain and weight:


…You will forget


the pouring pain of a thorn prick


with a load on the head….

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 Edgar Allan Poe’s poem “The Bells,” the silver bells sound light and airy: “How they tinkle, tinkle, tinkle” and “oversprinkle” “to the tintinnabulation.” 

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.

Romeo & Juliet is written in blank verse, unrhymed iambic pentameter, yet Shakespeare inserts a formal rhyming sonnet to illustrate the love between Romeo and Juliet:  “Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much, /Which mannerly devotion shows in this;/For saints have hands that pilgrims’ hands do touch/And palm to palm is holy palmers’ kiss.”

Literary Techniques

Allusion is a reference to a mythological, literary, or historical person, place, or thing.  In Yusef Komunyakaa’s poem “Slam, Dunk, & Hook,” the allusion adds depth and wit:


…Fast breaks.  Lay ups.  With Mercury’s


Insignia on our sneakers,


We outmaneuvered the footwork


Of bad angels….

The poem offers a nod to Nike, whose athletic shoes carry the sign of Mercury, the Roman god of travel—the Nike swoosh.

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.”  In “The Interlopers,” Saki exaggerates the feud between von Gradwitz and Znaeym: “as boys they had thirsted for one another’s blood.”  In “The Funeral,” Gordon Parks illustrates the speaker’s esteem and awe for his father, showing that this man in the son’s eyes was no ordinary mortal:


…A hundred strong men strained beneath his coffin


When they bore him to the grave….

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 the statement, “It is easy to stop smoking.  I’ve done it many times.”  Verbal irony occurs in “The Cask of Amontillado” by Edgar Allen Poe: the narrator, plotting the death of Fortunato, offers a toast to him: “And I to your long life.”


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 is ironic.  This type of irony occurs in “The Most Dangerous Game” by Richard Connell.  After being hunted by General Zaroff like an animal, Rainsford peacefully sleeps in Zaroff’s bed, becoming the hunter himself: “He had never slept in a better bed, Rainsford decided.”

 
 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:  e.g., Oedipus curses the murderer of Laius, not realizing that he is himself the murderer and so is cursing himself.  Dramatic irony occurs in Romeo & Juliet when Juliet’s mother bids Juliet good-night, not realizing that Juliet is preparing to kill herself: “Good night. /Get thee to bed, and rest: for thou hast need.”

Motif is a term that describes a pattern or strand of imagery or symbolism in a work of literature.  Romeo and Juliet is filled with images of light, especially sun imagery.  Juliet is often referred to as the sun, eclipsing the moon, (Rosaline, Romeo’s previous love.)  The Prince ends the play with these words: “The sun for sorrow will not show his head” since the two lovers have perished.

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’."  In Romeo and Juliet, Capulet becomes angry with Tybalt when he threatens to disrupt the ball by accosting Romeo:


Am I the master here, or you?  Go to!


You’ll not endure him, God shall mend my soul!


You’ll make a mutiny among my guests!


You will set cock-a-hoop.  You’ll be the man!  [modern translation: You 


the man!]

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.  In “Siren Song,” Margaret Atwood satirizes both the siren and the men who listen to her song.  The siren is miserable “squatting on this island…with these two feathery maniacs.”  Yet she reveals that this “boring song…works every time” in luring the hapless humans.

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.  In Poe’s poem “The Raven,” the raven itself is a symbol of evil.

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.”    In “The Cask of Amontillado,” Fortunato says, “I shall not die of a cough.”  In “Fire and Ice,” Robert Frost chooses the word “suffice” to contrast starkly the abrupt, violent ending of the world with ice, creating an understatement that parallels the shock and the enormity of a cataclysmic event:


Some say the world will end in fire,


Some say in ice.


From what I’ve tasted of desire


I hold with those who favor fire.


But if it had to perish twice,


I think I know enough of hate


To say that for destruction ice


Is also great


And would suffice.
