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Important Literary Terms and Elements to Know
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Protagonist: The main character in a story, the one with whom the reader is meant to identify.

Antagonist: Counterpart to the main character and source of a story’s main conflict. The person may not be “bad” or “evil,” but he/she opposes the protagonist in a significant way.

Characterization: A character’s personality traits and physical appearance/attributes. This is learned through the character’s actions, life history, values, thoughts, and behaviors.

Point of View: Narration. The angle from which the story is told.
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First Person: the narrator is one of the characters in the story and refers to him/herself as “I.” Words such as I, me, my, we, and us are used.

Third Person: the narrator is an outsider and not a character in the story. Words like he, him, she, her, they, and them are used.

Third Person Omniscient: the narrator is all-knowing or able to see into the minds of all the characters.
Dialogue: Where characters speak to one another.

Setting: The place and time of a literary work. *Don’t forget time!

Conflict: a struggle between two opposing forces which is the driving force of a story.

External Conflicts: (3 Types)

Individual vs. Individual: a struggle between two or more people
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Individual vs. Society: a struggle between an individual and a culture/society

Individual vs. Nature: a struggle between an individual and nature (bad weather)


Internal Conflict:

Individual vs. Him/Herself: a person’s struggle within one’s self. This has to do with feelings, emotions, or important decisions. 

Imagery: Details that appeal to the five senses (sight, sound, taste, touch, and smell) and creates a picture.

Ex: It was a dark and stormy night. The cry of a wolf could be heard in the distance.

Figurative Language: Any use of language where the intended meaning differs from the actual literal meaning of the words themselves. Techniques include- metaphor, simile, hyperbole, personification, onomatopoeia, verbal irony, and oxymoron.
Plot: the sequence or order of events in a story

1. Exposition: Beginning of the story. The reader learns important background information- the characters, setting, and conflict.

2. Rising Action: Events leading to the climax.

3. Climax: Turning point or the most intense part of the story, i.e. “the dramatic high point.” This is when the main character changes.

4. Falling Action: Events leading to the conclusion.
5. Resolution: Conclusion. End of the story. The conflict or problem is resolved.

Theme: the main idea of a story or literary work; the message that the author is trying to communicate to the reader. 

Ex. The importance of friendship, Things aren’t always as they seem, Be true to yourself, Greed is harmful, and Bravery comes in many forms
Mood: The overall feeling or emotional effect in a literary work. It creates an emotion in the reader. It may also be associated with the setting.
Tone: The author’s attitude toward the subject. This is shown through the style, manner or expression in writing.

Flashback: an interruption or pause in a story to show an event that happened at an earlier time.

Foreshadowing: Clues dropped by the author that hint to the reader what is to come.

Symbolism: Specific objects or images that stand for something else and have a greater or deeper meaning. This must be something tangible or visible. 
Ex. American flag, red cross or red light.

Irony: The contrast between what appears to be and what really is.
· Situational Irony: Where an event occurs which is unexpected, and is somehow in ridiculous opposition to what would be expected or appropriate.

· Dramatic Irony: Where the audience or reader is aware of something important and the characters in the story are not aware.
· Verbal Irony: Where the means of a specific expression is, or is intended to be, the exact opposite of what the words literally mean.
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