AP LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION 

Key Terminology (Compiled from a variety of Internet sources.)
Allegory 

A story illustrating an idea or a moral principle in which objects take on symbolic meanings. In Dante Alighieri's "Divine Comedy," Dante, symbolizing mankind, is taken by Virgil the poet on a journey through Hell, Purgatory and Paradise in order to teach him the nature of sin and its punishments, and the way to salvation.

Alliteration

The repetition of the initial consonant sounds in a group of words. Tommy towed the tiny truck to the town dump.

Allusion

An indirect reference to another idea, person, place, event, artwork, etc. to enhance the meaning of the work in which it appears. The killer wore the mark of Cain as he stalked his brother. 

Anaphora: 

The repetition of a word or phrase at the beginning of successive phrases, clauses or lines. 

*We shall not flag or fail. We shall go on to the end. We shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills. We shall never surrender. Churchill. 

Antagonist 

The character, force, or collection of forces in fiction or drama that opposes the protagonist and gives rise to the conflict of the story; an opponent of the protagonist, such as Claudius in Shakespeare’s play Hamlet. See also character, conflict.

Antithesis

Two opposing ideas presented in a parallel manner. It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness …(Dickens)

Apostrophe

Speaking directly to an abstract person, idea, or ideal. Be with me Beauty, for the fire is dying. (Yeats)

Assonance 

The repetition of vowel sounds in a literary work, especially in a poem. Edgar Allen Poe's "The Bells" contains numerous examples. Consider these from stanza 2: 

Hear the mellow wedding bells-

and 

From the molten-golden notes,

The repetition of the short e and long o sounds denotes a heavier, more serious bell than the bell encountered in the first stanza where the assonance included the i sound in examples such as tinkle, sprinkle, and twinkle.
Asyndeton
Lack of conjunctions between coordinate phrases, clauses, or words. 

*We shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardships, support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and the success of liberty. J. F. Kennedy, Inaugural 

Attitude

A speaker’s, author’s or character’s disposition toward or opinion of a subject. For example, Hamlet’s attitude toward Gertrude is a mixture of affection and revulsion, changing from one to the other within a single scene. Jane Austen’s attitude toward Mr. Bennet in Pride and Prejudice combines respect for his wit and intelligence with disapproval of his failure to take sufficient responsibility for the rearing of all his daughters.

Catharsis 

Meaning "purgation," catharsis describes the release of the emotions of pity and fear by the audience at the end of a tragedy. In his Poetics, Aristotle discusses the importance of catharsis. The audience faces the misfortunes of the protagonist, which elicit pity and compassion. Simultaneously, the audience also confronts the failure of the protagonist, thus receiving a frightening reminder of human limitations and frailties. Ultimately, however, both these negative emotions are purged, because the tragic protagonist’s suffering is an affirmation of human values rather than a despairing denial of them.
Chiasmus

A type of rhetoric in which the second part is syntactically balanced against the first. 

Example: "There's a bridge to cross the great divide. . . . / There's a cross to bridge the great divide. . . ." “Flowers are lovely, love is flowerlike.” (Coleridge)

Connotation

An implied meaning of a word. Opposite of denotation. 

Example:
Good night, sweet prince, and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest (burial) 

Consonance
A common type of near rhyme that consists of identical consonant sounds preceded by different vowel sounds: home, same; worth, breath.
Denotation

The literal meaning of a word, the dictionary meaning. Opposite of connotation. 

Example:
Good night, sweet prince, and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest (sleep). 

Dialect 

A type of informational diction. Dialects are spoken by definable groups of people from a particular geographic region, economic group, or social class. Writers use dialect to contrast and express differences in educational, class, social, and regional backgrounds of their characters. See also diction.

Diction 

An author's choice of words. Since words have specific meanings, and since one's choice of words can affect feelings, a writer's choice of words can have great impact in a literary work. The writer, therefore, must choose his words carefully. Discussing his novel "A Farewell to Arms" during an interview, Ernest Hemingway stated that he had to rewrite the ending thirty-nine times. When asked what the most difficult thing about finishing the novel was, Hemingway answered, "Getting the words right."

Foreshadowing 

In drama, a method used to build suspense by providing hints of what is to come. In Shakespeare's "Romeo and Juliet," Romeo's expression of fear in Act 1, scene 4 foreshadows the catastrophe to come: 

      I fear too early; for my mind misgives

      Some consequence yet hanging in the stars

      Shall bitterly begin his fearful date

      With this night's revels and expire the term

      Of a despised life closed in my breast

      By some vile forfeit of untimely death.

      But He that hath the steerage of my course,

      Direct my sail! On, lusty gentlemen.

Hyperbole

Exaggeration or overstatement used to emphasize a point or to achieve a specific effect that can be serious, humorous, sarcastic, or even ironic. The depth of my love will last until all the seas run dry. (Burns)

Imagery 

A word or group of words in a literary work which appeal to one or more of the senses: sight, taste, touch, hearing, and smell. The use of images serves to intensify the impact of the work. The following example of imagery in T. S. Eliot's "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock," 

      When the evening is spread out against the sky

      Like a patient etherized upon a table.

uses images of pain and sickness to describe the evening, which as an image itself represents society and the psychology of Prufrock, himself

Irony
An implied discrepancy between what is said and what is meant.
Three kinds of irony:

1. verbal irony is when an author says one thing and means something else.
2. dramatic irony is when an audience perceives something that a character in the literature does not know.
3. irony of situation is a discrepancy between the expected result and actual results. 

Example:
"A fine thing indeed!" he muttered to himself. 

Litotes

A type of understatement used for emphasis or affirmation, litotes asserts a point by denying the opposite. Tornadoes are not unheard of in Nebraska during the summer.

Metaphor

A direct comparison between two unlike things. Thine eyes are stars of morning. (Longfellow)

Meter 

A regular pattern of unstressed and stressed syllables in a line or lines of poetry. Below is an illustration of some commonly used metrical patterns:

Metonymy

A metaphor in which the actual subject is represented by an item with which t is closely associated. The pen is mightier than the sword.

Mood 

The atmosphere or feeling created by a literary work, partly by a description of the objects or by the style of the descriptions. A work may contain a mood of horror, mystery, holiness, or childlike simplicity, to name a few, depending on the author's treatment of the work.

Motif

A recurring important idea or image. A motif differs from a theme in that it can be expressed as a single word or fragmentary phrase, while a theme usually must be expressed as a complete sentence.

Blood is an important motif in A Tale of Two Cities, appearing numerous times throughout the novel.

Oxymoron

A paradoxical image created by using two contradictory terms together. Bittersweet, jumbo shrimp; humbly bold.

Parable 

A brief story, told or written in order to teach a moral lesson. Christ's tale of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10: 30-7) is an example. 

Parody 

A humorous imitation of another, usually serious, work. It can take any fixed or open form, because parodists imitate the tone, language, and shape of the original in order to deflate the subject matter, making the original work seem absurd. Anthony Hecht’s poem "Dover Bitch" is a famous parody of Matthew Arnold’s well-known "Dover Beach." Parody may also be used as a form of literary criticism to expose the defects in a work. But sometimes parody becomes an affectionate acknowledgment that a well-known work has become both institutionalized in our culture and fair game for some fun. For example, Peter De Vries’s "To His Importunate Mistress" gently mocks Andrew Marvell’s "To His Coy Mistress."
Paradox 
Reveals a kind of truth which at first seems contradictory. 

Example:
Stone walls do not a prison make, Nor iron bars a cage. 

Personification

A metaphor that gives human attributes to subjects that are nonhuman, abstract, and/or without life. Arise fair sun, and kill the envious moon/Who is already sick and pale with grief … (Shakespeare)

Point of view

The perspective from which the story is told. 

The most obvious point of view is probably first person or "I." 

The omniscient narrator knows everything, may reveal the motivations, thoughts and feelings of the characters, and gives the reader information. 

With a limited omniscient narrator, the material is presented from the point of view of a character, in third person. 

The objective point of view presents the action and the characters' speech, without comment or emotion. The reader has to interpret them and uncover their meaning. 

A narrator may be trustworthy or untrustworthy, involved or uninvolved.
Protagonist 

The main character of a narrative; its central character who engages the reader’s interest and empathy.
Satire 

A piece of literature designed to ridicule the subject of the work. While satire can be funny, its aim is not to amuse, but to arouse contempt. Jonathan swift's "Gulliver's Travels" satirizes the English people, making them seem dwarfish in their ability to deal with large thoughts, issues, or deeds.

Simile

An indirect comparison of two unlike things using like or as. The short story is like a room to be furnished; the novel is like a warehouse. (Singer)

Sonnet 

A lyric poem of fourteen lines whose rhyme scheme is fixed. The rhyme scheme in the Italian form as typified in the sonnets of Petrarch is abbaabba cdecde. The Petrarchian sonnet has two divisions: the first is of eight lines (the octave), and the second is of six lines (the sestet). The rhyme scheme of the English, or Shakespearean sonnet is abab cdcd efef gg.

Stanza 

A major subdivision in a poem. A stanza of two lines is called a couplet; a stanza of three lines is called a tercet; a stanza of four lines is called a quatrain. Robert Frost's "Acquainted with the Night," consists of four rhymed tercets followed by a rhymed couplet. The following illustrates the look of a stanza: 

      I have been one acquainted with the night.

      I have walked out in rain-and back in rain.

      I have outwalked the furthest city light.

      I have looked down the saddest city lane

      I have passed by the watchman on his beat

      And dropped my eyes, unwilling to explain.

Style 

Many things enter into the style of a work: the author's use of figurative language, diction, sound effects and other literary devices. Ernest Hemingway's style derives, in part, from his short, powerful sentences. The style of the Declaration of Independence can be described as elegant.

Symbolism 

A device in literature where an object represents an idea. In William Blake's "The Lamb," the speaker tells the lamb that the force that made him or her is also called a lamb: 

            Little lamb, who made thee?

            Little lamb, who made thee?

            Little lamb, I'll tell thee,

            Little lamb, I'll tell thee!

      He is called by thy name,

      For he calls himself a lamb;

The symbol of the lamb in the above lines corresponds to the symbolism of the lamb in Christianity wherein Christ is referred to as The Lamb of God.

Example:
the bird of night (owl is a symbol of death)

Synecdoche

A metaphor that uses a part to represent the whole. I just got a new pair of wheels. Many moons ago …

Syntax 

The ordering of words into meaningful verbal patterns such as phrases, clauses, and sentences. Poets often manipulate syntax, changing conventional word order, to place certain emphasis on particular words. Emily Dickinson, for instance, writes about being surprised by a snake in her poem "A narrow Fellow in the Grass," and includes this line: "His notice sudden is." In addition to the alliterative hissing s-sounds here, Dickinson also effectively manipulates the line’s syntax so that the verb is appears unexpectedly at the end, making the snake’s hissing presence all the more "sudden."
Theme 

The central meaning or dominant idea in a literary work. A theme provides a unifying point around which the plot, characters, setting, point of view, symbols, and other elements of a work are organized. It is important not to mistake the theme for the actual subject of the work; the theme refers to the abstract concept that is made concrete through the images, characterization, and action of the text. In nonfiction, however, the theme generally refers to the main topic of the discourse.
Tone 

Tone expresses the author's attitude toward his or her subject. Since there are as many tones in literature as there are tones of voice in real relationships, the tone of a literary work may be one of anger or approval, pride or piety-the entire gamut of attitudes toward life's phenomena. Here is one literary example: The tone of John Steinbeck's short novel "Cannery Row" is nonjudgemental. Mr. Steinbeck never expresses disapproval of the antics of Mack and his band of bums. Rather, he treats them with unflagging kindness.

Understatement

When a writer wishes to minimize the obvious importance or seriousness of someone or something, he uses understatement, assuming that the audience knows the subject’s significance. When a firefight describes the rescue of a family from its fiery home and he says, “Just doing my job.” 

