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Literary Devices and Genres

Literary devices are common structures used in writing and can be either
literary elements or literary techniques. Literary elements (e.g. protagonist,

setting, climax, theme). are found in every well written story and should be used to
analyze and interpret the literary work. Literary techniques, on the other hand,

are specifically chosen and employed by the author or poet to express artistic
meaning through the use of language (e.g. simile, metaphor, hyperbole). 
A genre is a specific type of writing, music, or film. 
Literary Elements:

Major characteristics of a text that are common to all literary and narrative forms.
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1. antagonist: The person(s) or force(s) that work(s) against the protagonist (main character) of the story. 

2. character: One of the people or animals in a story.
· dynamic character: character who undergoes an important change in personality, outlook, perspective (e.g. change of heart)
· static character: character who remains the same throughout the narrative

3. characterization: Technique used to create and develop a character. The author helps the reader make sense of the behavior of any character in a story by helping us understand their thought processes through what he/she does or says, what other characters say about him/her, or how other characters react to him/her. A good use of characterization always leads the readers or audience to relate better to the events taking place in the story. Dialogue plays an important role in developing a character because they give us an opportunity to examine the motivations and actions of the characters more deeply.
4. climax: A Greek term meaning ‘ladder’, the climax is that point in the narrative in which the conflict or tension reaches the highest point (turning point).

5. conflict: A struggle between two opposing forces in a story. There are four basic conflicts:


•
person against person: A problem between characters.

•
person against self: A problem within a character’s own mind.

•
person against society: A problem between a character and society, school, the law, or some tradition or institution.

•
person against nature: A problem between a character and some element of nature: a blizzard, a hurricane, a mountain climb, etc.

6. exposition: The introduction of background information about setting, characters, events, etc. The word comes from Latin and means ‘showing forth’. Exposition is crucial to the story, for without it nothing in the story makes sense.
7. falling action: The action and dialogue following the climax that lead the reader to the story’s end.
8. mood: The atmosphere of a literary work that evokes certain emotions in the reader. 

9. moral: The lesson a story teaches.

10. narrator: The character who actually tells the story, filling in the background information, bridging the gaps between dialogue, and showing us opinions or feelings of the characters. (See point of view.)

11. plot: The planned action or series of events in a story. There are five parts: exposition, rising action, climax, falling action, and resolution.
12.  point of view: the vantage point from which the story is told.

· first person POV: The story is told by a narrator who is either a major or minor character using his or her own words—uses “I” or “me”.

· third person POV: The story is told by the narrator using “he” “she” or “they”.
a) omniscient (all knowing): The narrator describes all the characters and actions in the story as well as comments on what the characters think and feel.
b) limited: The narrator tells the story from the point of view of only one character.
13. protagonist: The main character in a story, often but NOT ALWAYS a good or heroic type.
14. resolution: The part of the story in which the conflicts are solved and the action comes to a satisfying end.

15. rising action: The central part of the story during which various problems arise after a conflict is introduced.

16. setting: The place and the time frame in which a story takes place.

17. style: The distinctive way that a writer uses language including such factors as word choice, sentence length, arrangement, and complexity, and the use of figurative language and imagery.

18. theme: The moral or message about life or human nature that is “the focus” in the story that the writer tells. The theme is the author or poet’s opinion about the subject or topic of the literary work.

19. tone: The author’s attitude or feeling toward his/her topic, character, or situation.
Literary Techniques:

These are techniques used by writers to enhance texts. 
1. alliteration: The repetition of initial consonant sounds used especially in poetry to emphasize and link words as well as to create pleasing, musical sounds (e.g. the fair breeze blew; the white foam flew). In our daily lives, we notice this technique in company names: Dunkin Donuts, PayPal; Bed, Bath, & Beyond.
2. allusion: A reference to a well-known person, place, event, literary work, or work of art to enrich the reading experience by adding meaning.
3. assonance: When two or more words close to one another repeat the same vowel sound (a, e, i, o, u) but start with different consonant sounds (e.g. “Poetry is old, ancient, goes back far. It is among the oldest of living things. So old it is that no man knows how and why the first poems came.”).
4. dialect: Speech that reflects pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar typical of a geographical region.
5. dialogue: The conversations characters have with one another.
6. diction: The author’s choice of words.
7. flashback: Interruption of the chronological (time) order to present something that occurred before the beginning of the story.
8. figurative language: Language that has meaning beyond the literal meaning; also known as “figures of speech” (examples include alliteration, hyperbole, metaphor, personification, simile, symbolism, etc.).
9. foreshadowing: Important hints that an author drops to prepare the reader for what is to come, and help the reader anticipate the outcome.
10. hyperbole: a purposeful exaggeration for emphasis or humor (e.g. “I called you a million times!”).
11. imagery: Words or phrases that appeal to some or all of the reader’s five senses.
12. humor: The quality of a literary or informative work that makes the character and/or situations seem funny, amusing, or ludicrous (unbelievable, farcical, outrageous, etc.).
13.  irony: A technique that involves surprising, interesting, or amusing contradictions or contrasts. Verbal irony occurs when words are used to suggest the opposite of their usual meaning. An irony of situation is when an event occurs that directly contradicts expectations. Dramatic irony is when the audience knows something about present or future circumstances that the character(s) do(es) not.

14. metaphor comparison of two things essentially different but with some commonalities; does not use “like” or “as” (e.g. “Her smile was ice.”).

15. onomatopoeia: The use of words that imitate sounds. Examples would be hiss, buzz, swish, and crunch.
16. oxymoron: Two seemingly contradictory terms are brought together (e.g. jumbo shrimp).

17. personification: Human qualities attributed to an animal, object, or idea (e.g. “The wind exhaled.”).
18. repetition: The repetition of words or phrases for emphasis (e.g. I rise/I rise/I rise).
19. satire: Writing that comments humorously on human flaws, ideas, social customs, or institutions in order to change them.
20. simile: comparison of two things using the words “like” or “as” (e.g. “Her smile was as cold as ice.”).
21. suspense: A feeling of excitement, curiosity, or expectation about what will happen.
22. symbol: Person, place, or thing that represents something beyond itself, most often something concrete or tangible that represents an abstract idea (e.g. white dove symbolic of peace or unity).
Literary Genres:












1.
autobiography: A writer’s story of his or her own life.

2.
biography: A writer’s account of some other person’s life.

3.
comedy: Writing that deals with life in a humorous way, often poking fun at people’s   

         mistakes.

4.
drama: Also called a play, this writing form uses dialogue to share its message and is meant to be performed in front of an audience.

5.
essay: A short piece of nonfiction that expresses the writer’s opinion or shares information about a subject.

6.
fable: A short story that often uses talking animals as the main characters and teaches an explicit moral or lesson.

7.
fantasy: A story set in an imaginary world in which the characters usually have supernatural powers or abilities.

8.
folktale: A story originally passed from one generation to another by word of mouth only. The characters are usually all good or all bad and in the end are rewarded or punished as they deserve.

9.
historical fiction: A made-up story that is based on a real time and place in history, so fact is mixed with fiction.

10.
myth: A traditional story intended to explain some mystery of nature, religious doctrine, or cultural belief. The gods and goddesses of mythology have supernatural powers, but the human characters usually do not.

11.
novel: A book-length, fictional prose story. Because of its length, a novel’s characters and plot are usually more developed than those of a short story.

12.
poetry: A literary work that uses concise, colorful, often rhythmic language to express ideas or emotions. Examples: ballad, blank verse, free verse, elegy, limerick, sonnet.

13.
prose: A literary work that uses the familiar spoken form of language, sentence after sentence.

14.
realistic fiction: Writing that attempts to show life as it really is.

15.
science fiction: Writing based on real or imaginary scientific developments and often set in the future.

16.
short story: Shorter than a novel, this piece of literature can usually be read in one sitting. Because of its length, it has only a few characters and focuses on one conflict.

17.
tall tale: A humorous, exaggerated story often based on the life of a real person. The exaggerations build until the character can accomplish impossible things.
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