
Literary Devices: Literature (Short Stories/Novels) 
AP Literature & Composition 

 
Types of Fiction 

Allegory 

A story in which people, objects, and events stand for abstract qualities.  E.g., 
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment” can be interpreted as an 
allegory with each of the characters representing an abstract quality---for 
instance, Mr. Medbourne might represent greed. 

Anecdote 
A short narrative. 
 

Autobiography 
An account of a person’s life written by that person.  E.g., Benjamin Franklin’s 
autobiography. 

Biography 
An account of a person’s life written by another person.  E.g., Carl Sandburg’s  
biography of Abraham Lincoln. 

Fable 
A short story that illustrates a moral, often using animals as characters.  E.g., 
The Tortoise and Hare. 

Gothic 
Literature characterized by grotesque characters, bizarre situations, and 
violent events.  E.g., Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell-tale Heart.” 

Legend 
A story passed down orally, frequently over generations, and popularly 
believed to have an historical basis, sometimes exaggerated. 

Myth 
A traditional story, usually concerning a superhuman being or unlikely event 
that was once widely believed to be true.  E.g., myths of Greek gods. 

Narrative 
An oral or written account of an event or series of events. 
 

Parody 
A humorous, exaggerated imitation of another work.  E.g., Thurber’s “The 
Princess and the Tin Box” is a parody of a fable (see “fable”). 

Short story 
A fictional work that usually can be read in one sitting.  E.g., Edgar Allan Poe’s 
“The Black Cat.” 

Tall tale 
A humorously exaggerated story about impossible events and/or heroes with 
extraordinary abilities.  E.g., Paul Bunyan. 

Magical Realism 

Fiction that maintains a discourse appropriate to an objective and realistic 
narrative, while recounting fantastic or supernatural events alongside 
commonplace happenings. Magic realism provides much of the power in a 
number of South American writers, notably Gabriel Garcia Marquez (One 
Hundred Years of Solitude, 1967), but the technique has been used by Milan 
Kundera, Salman Rushdie, Robert Kroetsch, Jack Hodgins and Peter Carey, 
among others. 

Kinds of Characters 

Antagonist 
Character, force or other thing in opposition to the protagonist.  E.g., in 
Homer’s Odyssey, the Cyclops is Odysseus’ protagonist. 

Dynamic character 
Character who changes during the story.  E.g., Odysseus in Homer’s 
Odyssey.  

Flat character 
Character with few personality traits.  E.g., the nurse in Shakespeare’s Romeo 
& Juliet. 

Protagonist 
Central character; sometimes a hero.  E.g., John Proctor in Arthur Miller’s The 
Crucible. 

Round character 
Character with many personality traits.  E.g., Juliet in Romeo & Juliet. 
 

Static character 
Character who does not change during the story.  E.g., the narrator in Poe’s 
“The Tell-Tale Heart.” 

Character Development 

Direct characterization 
When the narrator directly describes the character’s personality.  E.g., in 
Saki’s short story “The Open Window,” when Vera is described by the narrator 
as “a very self-possessed young lady of fifteen.” 



Indirect characterization 
When a character’s personality is revealed through his/her actions or words.  
E.g., in Euripides’ play Medea, when Medea reveals her violent and vengeful 
character by brutally killing her enemies. 

Motivation 
The thing or person that causes a character to do something.  E.g., in Saki’s 
short story  “The Open Window,” Mr. Nuttel’s motivation to leave is his fear of 
ghosts. 

Plot Structure 

Climax  
Where the reader’s interest and emotional intensity are at their peak.  E.g., Mr. 
Nuttel’s seeing “ghosts” and his abrupt departure. 

Exposition 
Provides important background information at the start of the rising action and 
introduces the setting, characters, and conflict(s). 

Falling action 
The events in a story after the climax; sometimes the resolution/denouement 
is also falling action. 

Plot 
 

The action of a story.  E.g., the plot of “The Open Window” is that Mr. Nuttel 
visits a family and is informed by the daughter that her father and brothers 
were killed in a hunting accident a year ago and her mother still awaits their 
return through an opened window…. Etc.   

Resolution/Denouement 
When action in the story is resolved; occurs after the climax.  E.g., in “The 
Open Window,” when Vera explains Mr. Nuttel’s sudden departure. 

Rising action 
The events in a story before the climax that advance the plot by adding 
complications and/or expanding conflicts. 

Development Techniques 

1st person point of view 
When a character tells the story.  E.g., the narrator in Poe’s “The Tell –Tale 
Heart” 
 

3rd person limited  
point of view 

When the narrator knows and describes only what one character knows. E.g., 
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown.” 

3rd person omniscient 
point of view 

When the narrator is all-knowing. 

External conflict 
Struggle between a character and something or someone outside of himself.  
E.g., in Homer’s Odyssey, Odysseus’ confrontation with Scylla. 
 

Flashback 

Description of something that occurs before the story and interrupts the 
narrative.  E.g., William Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily” opens with Miss Emily’s 
funeral, followed by a flashback that recounts how, when she was alive, 
Colonel Sartoris exempted her from paying taxes. 

Foreshadowing 
Hints about what will happen in the story.  E.g., The witches’ prophesy in 
Shakespeare’s Macbeth. 

In medias res 
Literally: “in the middle of things.”  When a story begins in the middle of the 
action. 

Internal conflict 
Struggle within a character’s mind.  E.g., Odysseus’ decision to go home 
rather than stay with Circe. 

Point of view 
Refers to the narrative perspective from which events in a story are told.  E.g., 
3rd person omniscient. 

Stream of 
consciousness 

A writing technique developed to present the flow of a character’s seemingly 
unconnected thoughts, responses, and sensations.  E.g., In “The Love Song of 
J. Alfred Prufrock,” T.S. Eliot uses this technique to reveal the jumble of 
thoughts that flow through Prufrock’s mind. 

Miscellaneous Concepts 

Analogy 

A comparison to clarify an action or a relationship.  E.g., In “My Dungeon 
Shook,” James Baldwin draws an analogy between his nephew’s probable 
reaction to seeing the stars shining in daytime, and white people’s reaction to 
seeing blacks moving out of their fixed places. 

Aphorism 
Brief statement, usually one sentence that expresses a general principle or 
statement about life.  E.g., “Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist.” 



Cliché 
An overused expression that has lost its freshness.  E.g., “happy as a lark,” 
“white as snow,” etc. 

Dramatic irony 
When the reader or viewer knows something that a character does not know; 
as in a horror movie.  E.g., in Romeo & Juliet, the reader’s knowledge that 
Juliet is not really dead by drinking the “poison.” 

Epiphany 
A sudden understanding or realization that prior to this was not thought or 
understood.  E.g., when the women in “Trifles” suddenly understood the 
motive for the murder. 

Explication 

An explication is not a paraphrase, nor a summary, nor a rewording (though it 
may include succinct paraphrase), but a commentary revealing the meaning of 
the work. To this end it calls attention, as it proceeds, to the connotations of 
words, the function of rhymes, the shifts in point of view, the development of 
contrasts/polarities, and any other contributions to the meaning , of close 
reading, or explication de texte 

Euphemism 
Word or phrase that takes the place of a harsh, unpleasant, or impolite reality.  
E.g., “powder room” for “toilet.” 

Genre 
A form of literature.  e.g., prose, poetry, drama, with many sub-categories. 
 

Hyperbole 
Exaggeration or deliberate overstatement.  E.g., “These concert tickets must 
have cost a million dollars.” 

Litotes 

is a form of understatement in which the positive form is emphasized through 
the negation of a negative form: Hawthorne--- “…the wearers of petticoat and 
farthingale…stepping forth into the public ways, and wedging their not 
unsubstantial persons, if occasion were, into the throng…” 

Mood 
The feeling or atmosphere that the writer creates in a reader.  E.g., a reader 
might be amused by Saki’s short story “The Open Window.” 
 

Moral 
The lesson taught in a work and usually expressly stated.  E.g., the moral of 
one of Aesop’s fables is “Slow and steady wins the race.” 

Oxymoron 
A figure of speech that combines two opposing or contradictory ideas.  E.g., 
freezing fire, jumbo shrimp, or cruel kindness. 

Paradox 
A statement that seems contradictory or absurd, but that expresses the truth.  
E.g., Much madness is sane and sanity madness. 

Parallelism 
When a speaker or writer expresses ideas of equal worth with the same 
grammatical form.  Patrick Henry’s famous line, “Give me liberty, or give me 
death!” is an example. 

Paraphrase 
To restate something in one’s own words; to re-phrase; not analysis or 
interpretation. 
 

Pun 
Humorous use of a word in a way to suggest two or more meanings.  E.g., 
“The gorilla went ape over the banana.” 
 

Rhetorical question 

A question to which no answer is expected because the answer is obvious.  
E.g., Patrick Henry asks in his speech to the Virginia Convention: “Is life so 
dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains and 
slavery?” 

Satire 

A technique in which foolish ideas or customs are ridiculed to improve society.  
It can be gently witty, mildly abrasive, or bitterly critical.  Mark Twain’s 
Huckleberry Finn satirizes the gullibility of small town residents who are easily 
fooled by frauds and impostors.  

Setting 
Place and time of the story.  E.g., a setting in Romeo & Juliet is Juliet’s 
balcony in 14th century Verona. 

Situational irony 
An unexpected twist or contrast in what the reader or character expects and 
what occurs. 

Style 
The particular way a piece of literature is written (i.e., how, not what is said).  
E.g., Henry James’s writing is marked by long sentences and paragraphs.  



Symbol 
Person, place, activity or object that stands for something beyond itself.  E.g., 
a skull for death. 

Synesthesia 

A rhetorical device in literature which is the description of one kind of sense 
perception using words that describe another kind of sense perception, as in 
the phrase “shining metallic words.”  In The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, 
Peter’s voice upon entering the Beavers’ hiding place is described as being 
“tired and pale in the darkness” (99). “Pale” is a sight adjective used to 
describe a sound, “Peter’s voice.”  

Theme 
Perception of life or human nature that is the main idea of a work of literature.  
E.g., a theme of the Odyssey is the possibility of personal growth through 
adversity.  

Tone 
Writer’s attitude toward the reader, subject or characters.  E.g., Mark Twain in 
Huckleberry Finn reveals his contempt for racist white people. 

Understatement 
Saying less than is actually or literally true.  E.g., saying the Grand Canyon is 
“a ditch.” 

Verbal irony 
When one thing is said but another thing is meant; puns are a kind of verbal 
irony (see “pun”).  E.g., Odysseus use of “Nohbody” to fool the Cyclops. 

  



Literary Devices: Poetry 
AP Literature & Composition 

 
Basic Poetry Terms 

Types of Poems 

Ballad 
A narrative poem that is usually sung or recited, with a regular meter and rhyme; 
popular in the Middle Ages and Renaissance.  A modern example is Dudley 
Randell’s “Ballad of Birmingham.”  

Blank verse 
Unrhymed iambic pentameter; common in Shakespeare’s plays and most 
English-language poetry.  
 

Elegy 
A poem of sorrow, often about the death of someone admired by the poet. E.g., 
What Whitman’s elegy for Abraham Lincoln, “O Captain! My Captain!” 

Epic 
A long narrative poem (see “narrative poetry”) that tells of the deeds of a 
legendary hero of history or tradition.  E.g., the Odyssey. 

Free verse 
A poem without a set rhyme or meter. E.g., Walt Whitman’s “I Hear America 
Singing.” 

Haiku 
A short poem about an essence of things linked to Nature; traditionally Japanese 
poems of 3 lines.  E.g., “This road--- / no one goes down it, / autumn evening.” 

Limerick 

A humorous five-line poem, with the 1st, 2nd, and 5th lines in 3 beats and rhymed. 
B E.g., “There once was a man who supposed, / That the street door was 
completely closed; / But some very large rats, ate his coats and his hats, / While 
that lazy old gentleman dozed.”   

Lyric Verse 
Poems that are like songs, with a musical quality, that express a poet’s 
emotions; often tell a brief story that engages the reader in the experience; a 
ballad is a form of lyric poetry (see “ballad”). 

Narrative poetry 
Poetry that tells a story.  E.g., Longfellow’s “The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere.” 
 

Ode 
Usually a long, serious poem written in honor or praise of someone or 
something.  E.g., John Keats’s “Ode to a Grecian Urn.” 

Sonnet 
A 14-line poem, usually in iambic pentameter and with a traditional rhyme 
scheme.  E.g., Shakespearean (English) and Petrarchan (Italian) sonnets. 

Villanelle 
A fixed form, 19 lines, in which the first and third lines are repeated in a set 
pattern throughout the poem.  It creates an acoustic chamber for single words. 

Word Use 

Connotation 
The attitudes and feelings associated with a word.  E.g., contrast “pupil” 
(negative or neutral connotation) with “scholar” (positive connotation).  

Denotation 
The literal or dictionary meaning of a word.  E.g., “love” means “tender feelings 
of affection.” 

Diction 
Writer’s or speaker’s choice of words and way of arranging words in sentences.  
E.g., the choice between “smile” or “grin” is a question of diction. 

Epithet 
A brief descriptive phrase that points out traits associated with a particular 
person or thing.  E.g., The hero of the Iliad is often called “swift-footed” Achilles. 

Figurative language 
Language that is based on a comparison that is not literally true.  E.g., “The team 
hammered their opponents.” 

Imagery 
Description that helps readers imagine how something looks, sounds, feels, 
smells, or tastes.  E.g., “blue black cold.”  

Inversion  
(inverted syntax) 

A reversal in the expected order of words.  E.g., In the first line of “Upon the 
Burning of Our House,” Anne Bradstreet writes “when rest I took” rather than 
“when I took rest.” 

Style 
The way a work of literature is written.  E.g., a writer’s decision to use mostly 
short, choppy sentences is a question of style. 

Figures of Thought (Tropes): a diversion from the literal to the figurative meanings of words 

Metaphor Comparison of two unlike objects not using “like” or “as”; a statement that one 



thing is another.  E.g., “Little boys lie still, awake, / Wondering, wondering, / 
Delicate little boxes of dust.” 

Metonymy 
A trope which substitutes the name of an entity with something else that is 
closely associated with it.  For example, “the throne” is a synonym for “the king.” 

Pathetic Fallacy 
A special kind of personification, in which inanimate aspects of nature, such as 
the landscape or the weather, are represented as having human qualities or 
feelings.  “The air was pitilessly raw. . .”  

Personification 
When a non-human thing or quality is talked about as if it were human.  E.g., “In 
the fall, the trees weep.” 

Simile 
Comparison of two unlike objects using “like” or “as.”  E.g., “A Chevy truck is like 
a rock.” 

Synecdoche 

A figure of thought in which the term for something is used to represent the 
whole, or, less commonly, the term for the whole is used to represent a part.  
Manual laborers are called “blue collar” workers, “all hands on deck” means all 
sailors, “wheels” for car.   

Figures of Speech: depend upon a change in the standard order or usual  syntax of words to create 

special effects 

Anaphora 

Greek for “repetition” is the intentional repetition of words or phrases at the 
beginning of successive lines, stanzas, sentences, or paragraphs to create 

emphasis.”Blessed are the . ..”  Walt Whitman’s “Song of Myself” is replete with 
anaphora. 

Antithesis 

Greek for “opposition” is a figure of speech in which words or phrases that are 
parallel in order and syntax express opposite or contrasting meanings.  Charles 
Dickens’s opening sentence, “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, 
it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness. . .” if a famous example. 

Apostrophe 

An address to a dead or absent person or to an inanimate object or abstract 
concept, the aim of which is to elevate the style or to give emotional intensity to 
the address.  In Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, she apostrophizes a 
personification of night to guide her through the thrilling experience, “Come, civil 
night, /Thou sober-suited matron all in back, / And learn me how to lose a 
winning match. ..” 

Chiasmus 

Greek for “criss-cross” has two successive phrases or clauses that are parallel in 
syntax, but reverse the order of the analogous words.  As in Robert Frost’s “The 
Gift Outright,” “The land was ours before we were the land’s.”  The pattern of 
noun, verb, possessive pronoun of the first clause becomes that of pronoun, 
verb, possessive noun in the second. 

Rhetorical Question 
A question is posed not to solicit a reply but to emphasize a foregone or clearly 
implied conclusion.  The goal is to create a stronger effect. 

Sound Use 

Alliteration 
Repetition of consonant sounds at the beginning of words. E.g., “consonants 
closely cramped and compressed.” 

Assonance 
Repetition of vowel sounds within words of a line.  E.g., “Old King Cole was a 
merry old soul.” 

Cacophony 
 

Harsh or discordant sounds in literary composition. E.g., “The grackles 
squawked, “Squarx! Cralk! Shreq!” 

Consonance 
Repetition of consonant sounds within words (rather than at their beginnings, 
which is alliteration).  E.g., “a flock of sick, black-checkered, ducks.”   

Foot 
A measure of rhythm in a line of poetry, usually 2 or 3 syllables.  E.g., There are 
five feet in iambic pentameter (see “iambic pentameter”). 

Iambic pentameter 
A line consisting of five units of one stressed and one unstressed syllables.  E.g., 
the lines in most Shakespearean sonnets and blank verse, as in “My lips, two 
blushing pilgrims, ready stand.” 

Onomatopoeia 
Words or phrases that sound like the thing to which they refer.  E.g., “bees 
buzz.” 

Rhythm 
 

Pattern or flow of sound created by the arrangement of stressed and unstressed 
syllables in a line of poetry; a regular pattern is called meter.  



Rhythm (also meter) 
Regular recurrence of sounds; variations in stressed sounds and unstressed 
sounds give rhythm.  A regular pattern is called meter. 

Stress 
Emphasis on a particular syllable.  E.g., “football” has a stress on the first 
syllable. 

Poetic Structure 

Couplet 
Two rhyming lines together (see example for rhyme and end rhyme). 
 

End rhyme 
Similar or identical sounds at the ends of lines; a kind of rhyme.  E.g., “But at my 
back I always hear / Time’s winged chariot hurrying near.”    

Enjambment 
 

Expression for the continuation of a sentence from one line of a poem to the next 
line without a pause.  E.g.,  “I have eaten / the plums / that were in / the icebox / 
and which / you were probably / saving / for breakfast.” 

Internal rhyme 
Similar or identical sounds in the middle of a line; a kind of rhyme.  E.g., “wolves 
croon at the moon in June.” 

Line 
The basic unit of a poem; may be of any length (1 word or more). 
 

Octave 
An eight-line stanza. 
 

Quatrain  
A four-line stanza. 
 

Rhyme 
Repetition of similar or identical sounds; can be within or at the ends of lines.  
E.g., “Tyger, Tyger burning bright / In the forests of the night.” 

Sestet A six-line stanza. 

Slant (Near) rhyme 
Rhymes that are not exact (e.g., moon / June), but only approximate (e.g., soul / 
all). 

Stanza 
A group of consecutive lines in a poem that form a single unit; the lines may or 
may not rhyme. 

Refrain  
One or more words repeated at intervals in a poem, usually at the end of a 
stanza 

 

  



Literary Devices: Drama 
AP Literature & Composition 

 
Basic Drama Terms 

Types of Drama 

Comedy 
Something light and funny; usually ends happily.  E.g., Shakespeare’s play Much 
Ado About Nothing. 

Tragedy 
Something sad; usually about a hero’s failure.  E.g., Othello. 
 

Farce 
a comic play in which the audience is asked to accept impossible or highly 
improbable situations for the time being  

Kinds of Characters 

Archetype 
An ideal example or model of a character type.  E.g., Superman is an archetype 
of a superhero. 

Caricature 
When a person’s distinctive features or peculiarities are exaggerated for comic 
or grotesque effect.  E.g., many political cartoons caricaturize public figures by 
exaggerating their noses, chins or hair. 

Chorus 
Group or single character that comments on the action; sometimes speaks at the 
beginning or end of a play or single act.  E.g., the townswomen in Medea. 

Foil 
Character who provides a strong contrast to another character.  E.g., the nurse 
is a foil for Juliet. 

Stereotype 
Simplified character that is defined by a single character trait; sometimes called 
a “stock character.”  E.g., the foolish girl. 

Structure of Plays 

Act 
Major unit in a play; similar to a book chapter.  E.g., Act 1 in Romeo & Juliet. 
 

Scene 
Subdivision within a play’s act; usually signifies a different time or place.  E.g., 
Scene 1 of Act 3 in Romeo & Juliet, when Tybalt kills Mercutio. 

Plot Development 

Allusion 
Reference in a work to another work of literature.  E.g., reference to the Odyssey 
in a story about adventure and travel. 

Aside When a character speaks directly to the audience or a few characters while 
simultaneously speaking to other characters.  E.g., when Sampson asks Gregory 
in Act 1, Scene 1 of Romeo & Juliet, whether his insult is lawful. 

Comic relief Humorous scene, incident or speech that is included at a serious point to provide 
a change of emotion.  E.g., in Romeo & Juliet, Lord Capulet’s work in the 
kitchen. 

Dialect 
Language spoken in a particular geographic area or by certain social/ethnic 
groups. E.g., “Whale, eye gass eye cud et a whale if eye war hongry ‘nuf.”  

Dialogue Conversation between two or more characters.  E.g., Medea’s arguments with 
Jason. 

Monologue A long speech, sometimes but not always alone.  E.g., Mercutio’s “Queen Mab” 
speech” in Romeo & Juliet. 

Soliloquy 
A speech by a character alone on stage; a kind of monologue.  E.g., Friar 
Lawrence’s soliloquy about bad coming out of good and visa versa. 

Play Mechanics 

Props Movable objects used in a play.  E.g., a candle. 

Sets 
Scenery on a stage.  E.g., stoves and tables. 
 

Stage directions 
Writer’s instructions to guide actors and others in performing the play.  E.g., 
instructions in “Trifles” that the County Attorney is “at stove rubbing his hands.” 

Miscellaneous Concepts 

Anachronism 
Something out of its normal time.  E.g., a person with a wristwatch in the 1920s 
(they were not invented until the 1940s). 



Catharsis 
Purifying or figurative cleansing of the emotions, especially as an effect of tragic 
drama.  E.g., a deep emotional response to the death of the two young lovers in 
Romeo & Juliet. 

Hubris 
Excessive pride or ambition that leads to a character’s downfall.  Hubris can be a 
tragic flaw (see definition of “tragic flaw”). 

Motif 
Theme or pattern that recurs in a work.  E.g., use of light and dark in Romeo & 
Juliet. 

Tragic flaw 
In a tragedy, a weakness of character in an otherwise good person that leads to 
his/her demise; excessive ambition, hubris, or suspicion can be a tragic flaw. 

 


